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Coleridge and Hypnotic Poetry 
Introduction 
 This dissertation examines the role of hypnosis, both as theme and formal 
device, in the poetry of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Coleridge represents one of the 
brightest figures of British Romanticism. His theoretical and poetic oeuvre is one 
of the most striking phenomena in English literature. Not only was he a remarkable 
poet, philosopher and innovator, but was also one of the most influential critics of 
his time. 
 His philosophical and aesthetic views are permeated with elements of 
mysticism.1 For Coleridge, the world soul represents the engine which generates 
human consciousness and nature. Consequently, organic unity of nature and 
consciousness arises. Individualization of nature attains its apex in man, and the 
process of understanding the world begins with the apprehension of one’s self. 
Coleridge interprets aesthetics as a science of life, the center of which is represented 
by the teachings of the beautiful which can be understood intuitively, through the 
imagination. In general, the highest form of art should be symbolic one, as this is 
the mode of expression more apt than others to show the internal shape of a 
phenomenon. The subject and object, the conscious and the unconscious, coincide. 
Finally, the role of the poet is to be the mediator between man, nature and God. The 
poetic imagination, asserts Coleridge, is not a passive receiver but an active 
“mediator between nature, the human worlds, and the divine”2. 
In 1766, Franz Anton Mesmer, in his “De influx planetarium in corpus 
humanum” “On the Influence of the Heavenly Bodies on the Human Body”, laid 
the foundation of the future history of hypnosis. Robin Waterfield explains in his 
Hidden Depths: The Story of Hypnosis (2002) that in his dissertation Mesmer 
hypothesized the existence of a universal gravitational fluid which acts as a medium 
between the celestial and earthly levels of existence through which the planets may 
influence life on earth (65). Mesmer called “animal magnetism” (later referred to 
                                                          
1 Institute of Philosophy, Russian Academy of Sciences, Колридж, www.iph.ras.ru/elib/1465.html 
[accessed 18 July 2015]. 
2 S.T. Coleridge, Coleridge’s Responses, vol. 3, Coleridge on Nature and Vision, S. Harvey (ed.), 
Continuum, London, New York, 2008, p. 9. 
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as ‘mesmerism’) the natural energetic transference that occurred between all 
animate and inanimate objects (70). 
It is very difficult to provide a systematic account of Coleridge’s studies in 
animal magnetism since he was very unmethodical in his research on the subject. 
Nevertheless, his engagement with mesmerism was enduring.  
His thoughts on the subject can be divided into three stages: initial 
enthusiasm, followed by a long period of skepticism that concluded in his wary 
faith. The first substantial treatment of the subject by Coleridge, not inhibited by 
more or less complete skepticism, was in his long and detailed note, dated 8 July 
1817.3 He argues that the evidence provided by magnetism, which presupposes that 
an external force is capable of controlling our power of volition from without, 
discredits any materialist theory of human will. The will of man might instead be 
able to transcend its bodily container and alter the makeup of external objects:  
The only position, I say, asserted by all Magnetists as Magnetists is, that will 
[…] is not confined in its operations to the Organic Body, in which it appears 
to be seated; but under certain [previously defined] Conditions of distance and 
position, of and above all of the relation of the Patient to the Agent, and of the 
Agent to the Patient, is capable of acting and producing certain [pre-defined] 
Effects on the [human] living Bodies external to it.4 
In the same year of 1817, Coleridge argues that there is a definite parallel 
between the inherent powers of the reciter on one side and the magnetist on the 
other. A subject intoning a poem influences his audience in the same way that a 
magnetist might affect his patients. Coleridge describes the channel between the 
speaker and auditors as “a species of animal magnetism”: 
For this is really a species of animal magnetism, in which the enkindling 
reciter, by perpetual comment of looks and tones, lends his own will and 
                                                          
3 H.J. Jackson and J.R. Jackson (eds), Shorter Works and Fragments, On Animal Magnetism, vol. 1, 
Routledge, London, 1995, pp. 588-95. From now on, this work will be indicated with the 
abbreviation SW&F, followed by volume and page numbers. 
4 Ibid., p. 590. 
5 
 
apprehensive faculty to his auditors. They live for a time in the dilated sphere 
of his own being.5 
With regards to the Report of the Commissioners (1784) charged by Louis 
XVI to investigate claims of Mesmerism, in which its effects were attributed 
entirely to the powers of Imagination, Coleridge wonders, in a notebook entry of 
February 1821, if animal magnetism might be the key to transcendental 
imagination. He wrote: “If Zoo-magnetic influx be only the influence of the 
Imagination, the active Imagination may be a form of Zoo-magnetic Influence”6. 
“The imagination might be a possible inflection of a ubiquitous power”, writes Eric 
G. Wilson in The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (650). The mind, 
capable of harnessing this force and sending it in new directions, produces altered 
currents that might be able to induce a hypnotic effect. Consequently, the mind has 
two distinct capabilities. It is capable of overcoming the split between the subject 
and the object, and it is capable of altering the disposition of those objects on which 
it focuses.  
Coleridge’s investigations of animal magnetism left him in an enduring state 
of dubiousness. On 30 April 1830 he wrote, “My mind is in a state of philosophical 
doubt as to animal magnetism.”7 
On 19 November 1796, in a letter to John Thelwall, Coleridge wrote, 
“Metaphysics and poetry and ‘facts of mind’, that is, accounts of all the strange 
phantasms that ever possessed ‘your philosophy’ […] are my darling studies”8. 
Coleridge’s interest in any of those phenomena that he calls the “facts of mind” 
                                                          
5 S.T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, or, Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions, 
H.N. Coleridge (ed.), American Book Exchange, New York, 1881, p. 681. From now on, this work 
will be indicated with the abbreviation BL, followed by the page number. 
6 K. Coburn and M. Christensen (eds), The Notebooks of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, vol. 4, 1819-
1826, Routledge, London, 1990, p. 4806. From now on, this work will be indicated with the 
abbreviation Notebooks, followed by volume and page numbers.  
7 H.N. Coleridge (ed.), Specimens of the Table Talk of the Late Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Harper & 
Brothers, New York, 1835, vol. 1, p. 106. From now on, this work will be indicated with the 
abbreviation TT, followed by the page number. 
8 S.T. Coleridge, Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, E.H. Coleridge (ed.), vol. 1, Routledge & 
Kegan Paul Ltd., Boston, New York, 1895, p. 181. From now on, this work will be indicated with 
the abbreviation Letters, followed by volume and page numbers.  
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correlates to the amount of attention that was popularly bestowed upon them during 
the formative period of his boyhood and youth.  
Together with William Wordsworth, Coleridge conceived Lyrical Ballads, 
with a Few Other Poems, an anonymous collection of poems, published in 1798, 
which marked a watershed in the history of English poetry. During their youthful 
wanderings through the hills and thickets of the Lake District, Coleridge and 
Wordsworth dreamed of a revival of English poetry, which was on the point of 
extinction after the Neoclassical period. Wordsworth’s aim was to describe in his 
poetry into the most common events of rural and urban life, and to illustrate moral 
lessons through a direct and passionate observation of the English countryside. 
Coleridge, on the contrary, chose fantastic events and characters, infusing them 
with “human interest” and that “semblance of truth [and reality]”, which would 
overcome the instinctive distrust and fascinate readers to the point of drawing them 
into the fantastic environment of the poem.9 He endeavored to render the 
supernatural more real through a technique which consisted in a gradual transition 
from reality to pure fantasy, and which can be detected in The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner, where an ordinary event of sea travel gradually moved towards the 
miraculous. By merging the natural and the supernatural into an integral whole, 
Coleridge steered the middle course between objectivity and subjectivity. He failed 
to distinguish accurately for himself just when he believed and when he did not 
believe in dubious or impossible phenomena. The chronological account of his 
investigations on the subject of animal magnetism shows that he did not come to a 
definite conclusion and concluded his perusal with his own ‘philosophical doubt’, 
unable to prove its validity.  
As I have stated before, in his treatment of the supernatural, Coleridge goes 
hardly beyond the province of animal magnetism. He has a strong tendency to 
hypnotic artistic communication. The phenomenon of ‘fixing’ a good or an evil will 
in ‘the magnetizer’, oftentimes blessing or cursing the person who is ‘fixed’, plays 
the dominant role in his poetry such as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Christabel 
and the Three Graves. The recurring magnetic trance in Coleridge is easily 
                                                          
9 BL, p. 442. 
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perceived throughout his work and it takes place in three sequential stages, argues 
Lane Cooper in The Power of the Eye in Coleridge (1910). Firstly, one person or 
personified object ‘fixes’ another. Secondly, the ‘fixed’ person or object remains so 
for a sharply defined period. Finally, the spell is abruptly broken. The until now 
motionless subject of the spell may be thrown into violent activity. If the fascinated 
person or object has been set in motion by the fascinator, the motion is suddenly 
retarded or wholly arrested when the trance comes to an end (30). 
Certain poems are obviously able to induce in the listeners an unusual 
psychological state. They seem to exert a trance-inducing effect. The listener’s 
mood is encouraged to be in perfect harmony with that of the poem and the ordinary 
listener is completely en rapport with the poet.  
Edward Douglas Snyder, in his Hypnotic Poetry (1930) presents a study of 
a trance-inducing effect that certain poems seem to exert on the reader, and calls 
these poems “spellweaving” (1-10). He attempts to classify poetry psychologically 
and goes on to distinguish three different categories: patently spellweaving poetry, 
mixed poetry and purely intellectualist poetry (5). He argues that an inherent 
contrast exists between spellweaving poetry and intellectualist poetry, and that they 
demand radically different methods of treatment by readers, listeners and critics. 
Snyder hypothesizes that the spellweaving poetry gains emotional appeal by putting 
the listeners into a hypnotic state akin to ´hypnoidal´, a state clearly demonstrable 
as abnormal yet so light that the subject is unaware of his temporary partial hypnosis 
(18). The peculiar psychological experience that the listener undergoes allows an 
aesthetic experience that is made possible by hypnotic art only.  
Hypnotic poetry has a peculiar trance-inducing technique of which the 
following characteristics are the most pronounced (39-51). 1. An unusually perfect, 
soothing, pattern of sound. Hypnotic poets skillfully avoid whatever is rugged or 
extremely spirited and preserve a marked regularity of rhythm. They give us heavy 
stresses falling regularly at half-second intervals (similar to a metronome used by a 
hypnotist), and are ornamented in such a way that the rhythmically inclined listener 
has his attention drawn to the sound, rather than the sense. 2. These poems show an 
interesting parallel to hypnotism in their freedom from abruptness and anything that 
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might cause intense mental alertness. 3. A certain vagueness of imagery; the picture 
presented has shadowy, soft outlines that allow the listener to fill in the details to 
suit one’s fancy. 4. Fatigue from ear-strain is typically experienced by the listener. 
 Snyder compares the ear-strain of the listener to the eyestrain experienced 
in the hypnotic clinic and suggests that both produce the same psychological result, 
which facilitates in each case the process of falling into a state of trance. “There is 
something in these poems corresponding to the rotating mirror, to the key held 
painfully high above the eyes […]” (43). 5. Another characteristic of many hypnotic 
poems is the usage of a refrain, or a frequent repetition. 6. Finally, hypnotic poems 
show a general tendency to use suggestion on an entranced person, whose 
suggestibility is abnormally intensified. The compelling artistry of such suggestions 
is one of the marvels of hypnotic poetry. The art of versification, which produces 
physical stimuli, intensifies the listener’s suggestibility. The concepts, which are 
‘suggested’ by subtleties of technique, especially by words having peculiar 
connotations, bring the listener certain associated ideas appropriate to the mood 
desired by the poet. As the listener is lulled by a perfect pattern of sound, his 
attention is fixed without arousing his mental faculties and the subject falls in 
whatever mood the poet ‘suggests’. 
Reuven Tsur in his work What Makes Sound Patterns Expressive? (1992) 
describes three different modes of sound perception: the speech mode of perception, 
the non-speech mode of perception and the poetic mode of speech perception (12-
14). The poetic mode of speech perception overcomes the channel specialization of 
the left and right hemispheres, allowing some pre-categorical sensory information 
to become accessible, however faintly, to consciousness. Consequently, the 
‘mysterious’ intuitions concerning speech sounds are derived from the rich 
subliminally perceived pre-categorical sensory information.  
As Snyder points out, hypnotic poetry avoids whatever is startling. Abrupt 
changes are for that reason absent from the poem, since they could break the spell. 
Tsur consistently analyzes consonant symbolism in terms of consonantal 
periodicity and vowel symbolism in terms of the vowel sound color (41). Firstly, 
he asserts that there is an emotional difference between periodic and aperiodic 
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consonants. Trance inducing poetry makes use of periodic (voiced) sounds such as 
vowels, nasals and liquids, as they are optimal tender sounds. They are relatively 
unencoded and experienced as smoothly flowing. Secondly, he affirms that there is 
an association between certain oppositions of groups of vowels, with certain 
oppositions of abstract properties of colors. Back vowels (/ʊ/) are associated with 
darkness, whereas front vowels (/ɪ/) are associated with brightness (a general, 
culture independent validity exists). When we perceive back vowels as ‘dark’ and 
front vowels as ‘bright’, certain physical/perceptual qualities of the acoustic signal 
manage to enter consciousness in spite of the speech mode of perception. In the 
poetic mode of speech perception, the main processing is identical to processing in 
the speech mode. However, some tone color from the processing in the non-speech 
mode faintly enters consciousness. This is what Yuri Lotman identified with 
semantization of non-semantic material.10 
According to I.A. Richards, poems are written with the ‘full body’ of 
words.11 This means that the form, the meaning and the message of a poetic piece 
are tightly interconnected. In his Interactional Theory, Benjamin Hrushovski 
proposes a simple model for a general theory of sound-meaning relations in poetry. 
He argues that the major importance of sound must always be realized in terms of 
context; the function of the sound pattern must be identified within the poem, which 
is seen as a whole. Furthermore, all sounds differ in sound qualities and emotive 
overtones. Accordingly, various language sounds have certain general potentialities 
of meaningful impression and can be combined with other elements so that they 
affect the reader as if they expressed some specific meaning. This combinational 
potential of sounds has firm intersubjective foundations on the acoustic, phonetic, 
phonological levels of the sound structure of language. He demonstrates a two-
directional process. Firstly, a semantic element motivates sound patterning at which 
point the reader transfers a quality, a tone or a connotation from the domain of 
meaning to the sound pattern; the sound pattern is now perceived as ‘expressive’ of 
a certain mood. Secondly, the tone of this sound pattern, colored by such meaning, 
                                                          
10 J. Lotman, The Structure of the Artistic Text, trans. G. Lenhoff and R. Vroon, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor, 1977, pp. 92 and 142. 
11 I.A. Richards, quoted in B. Hrushovski, “The Meaning of Sound Patterns in Poetry: An 
Interactional Theory”, Poetics Today, 2, no. 1a (1980), pp. 39-56, p. 39. 
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is transferred back to the level of meaning. Hrushovski points out the following four 
main sound-meaning relations in poetic (and other) texts: onomatopoeia, expressive 
sound patterns, focusing sound patterns and neutral sound patterning.12 
According to Charles J. Rzepka, there exists an isomorphism between 
Mesmer’s explanations of the magnetic mechanism underlying his treatments and 
the apparent place of emotions or passions in the structure of the Romantic Sublime 
found in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.13  
The three-stage paradigm of the sublime, articulated by Thomas Weiskel 
and Neil Hertz, corresponds to Mesmer’s belief of the circulation of magnetic fluids 
within the body. In The Romantic Sublime Weiskel argues that the mind is “in a 
determinate relation to the object” (23). This relation is at first habitual, more or 
less unconscious and harmonious. Boredom, however, is capable of disrupting this 
equilibrium. The schism that follows is characterized by surprise, astonishment and 
a disproportion between the inner and the outer. Subsequently, the mind recovers 
the balance by constituting a fresh relation to a transcendent order. Feelings of 
profound peace and tranquility accompany this conclusive stage (24). 
Similarly, Mesmer believed that all illnesses, whether physical or psychical, 
arose from constrictions in the circulation of magnetic fluids within the body. The 
magnetic fluid began to accumulate in some part of the physical anatomy. 
According to Mesmer, the magnetic flow could be unblocked by subjecting the 
patient to an overpowering current of ‘animal magnetism’. A crisis in the form of 
convulsions, either or, magnetic sleep followed (Waterfield 70-72).  
Therefore, to put it in Mesmeric terms, the passions that are associated with 
the Romantic Sublime, are also found in the moment between the precipitation of 
the blockage14, and the release of the pent-up vital energy15. The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner is an undeniable poetic enactment of electromagnetic therapy and 
                                                          
12 Ibid., pp. 45-54. 
13 C.J. Rzepka, “Re-collecting Spontaneous Overflows: Romantic Passions, the Sublime, and 
Mesmerism” (April 1998), www.rc.umd/praxis/passions/rzepka/rzp.html [accessed 15 July 2015]. 
14 R. Waterfield, Hidden Depths: The Story of Hypnosis, Macmillan, Oxford, 2002, pp. 71-2.  
15 C.J. Rzepka (1998). 
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represents a ‘crisis’ in which the protagonist, temporarily, is enabled to establish 
contact with a transcendental power in the mode of the Romantic Sublime. Just as 
in Weiskel’s and Hertz’s phenomenological account, the subject is forced to 
perform a transcendental identification with whatever is causing the breakdown, so 
that a habitual relationship with the world can be re-established. The pivot passion 
of the Romantic Sublime, terror, represents the blocking agent both in Weiskel’s 
and in Mesmer’s theories, as opposed to Edmund Burke’s theory, in which terror is 
the nerve-cleansing agent.  
Curtis Gowan illustrates three levels of encounter between the individual 
conscious Ego and the numinous. He represents this process as a gradual loss of 
Ego, a loss of control over the forces of the Id.16 In The Vampire as Numinous 
Experience, Beth E. McDonald illustrates how this process of numinous contact is 
present in Coleridge’s the Rime of the Ancient Mariner. McDonald argues that the 
poem represents an individual human experience of the Mariner’s spiritual journey 
and that the poem makes metaphorical use of the Romantic vampire. The Ancient 
Mariner represents the vampire figure; an individual who feels alienated and 
separated from the divine. He has compromised his belief in God through an act of 
sin. After he is confronted by the negative numinous in the form of Life-in-Death, 
he desires to reestablish his relationship with the divine. Therefore, the negative 
numinousness of the vampire figure works as a positive example, transforming and 
healing, the alienated individual. He reunites with the divine through the levels of 
artistic and creative contact with the numinous by creating an individual 
prescription for redemption, which he introduces into society as the tale he recounts. 
In search for atonement, he tells his story.17  
The above-mentioned theoretical insights shed light on many crucial aspects 
of hypnotic poetry (phonological, phonosymbolical, structural and thematic). They 
also provide a coherent and comprehensive framework for the analysis of single 
poetical works having hypnotic qualities, as well as of Coleridge’s way of 
                                                          
16 J.C. Gowan, “Trance, Art and Creativity”, The Journal of Creative Behavior, Vol 3, Issue 1, 
March 1975, pp. 1-11. This article is extracted from Trance, Art and Creativity, copyrighted and 
published by the author, 1975.   
17 B.E. McDonald, The Vampire as a Numinous Experience: Spiritual Journeys with the Undead in 
British and American Literature, McFarland & Company, Inc., North Carolina, 2004, p. 53. 
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representing this phenomenon in his writings. As shown above, the Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner is a quintessential example of Coleridge’s treatment of the 
problem. Therefore, my dissertation will be focused mainly on this work.  
This dissertation will proceed in several parts. Chapter 1 will begin with a 
discussion of Coleridge’s life and work. The environment, which surrounded him 
and made him the man he was. Chapter 2 will focus on Mesmerism. I will illustrate 
that the ‘mesmeric crisis’ is a culturally analogous form of the Romantic Sublime,  
I will present a chronological account of Coleridge’s attitude towards Animal 
Magnetism and will illustrate the elements of electro-magnetic therapy present in  
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. In Chapter 3, I will elucidate the exact elements, 
which the peculiar trance inducing technique, used by hypnotic poetry, entails. 
Firstly, analyzing Snyder’s theory of hypnotic poetry. Secondly, shifting to auditory 
elements, analyzing Tsur’s and Hrushovski’s hypotheses. Furthermore, I will 
explore The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, using the tools selected. Finally, in 
Chapter 4, I will focus on the process of numinous contact in Coleridge’s The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner. 
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Chapter 1 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Life and Thoughts 
 During the first half of the eighteenth century, life was conducted within a 
framework which was accepted as fixed and final. The aim of politics, religion, and 
philosophy was not to transform and alter, but to demonstrate and confirm existing 
perfection. Basil Willey in “Nineteenth Century Studies” (1948) asserts that with 
the onset of the Revolutionary age, this point of view was drastically altered: fixities 
yielded to flux, mechanism to life and organism, and order to process (24). 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge 
wished to preserve what was 
valuable in the ‘classical’ tradition 
while infusing into it the new life and 
passions of his own age. His own 
personal development epitomizes the 
evolvement from the eighteenth 
century to the nineteenth century 
standpoint. However, one original 
impulse and seminal principle 
guided Coleridge from a very young 
age throughout his whole life, which was a sense of a Whole as a living unity; a 
sense of God; a faith in a divine spiritual activity as the grounds of all existence 
(Willey 4). 
 Coleridge’s central preoccupation was with the antithesis between a living 
whole or organism on the one hand and a mechanical juxtaposition of parts on the 
other. He used the theories of Plato, Christianity and German Idealism as a device 
against the eighteenth-century traditions which “[…] had reduced the universe to 
an assemblage of parts, the mind of man to an aggregate of sense-impressions and 
the poetry to a judicious arrangement of ready-made images culled from the 
memory” (Willey 30). 
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Coleridge’s important antithesis between Imagination and Fancy represents 
not only a literary sensitiveness in his thought, but also “[…] a vital stage in his 
life-and-death struggle against the mechanical materialism of the eighteenth 
century” (Willey 27). 
 Coleridge was born on 21 October 1722 in the country town of Ottery St. 
Mary, Devon, England. His father, the Reverend John Coleridge (1718-1781), was 
a well-respected vicar of St. Mary’s Church, Ottery St. Mary, and headmaster of 
Henry VIII’s Free Grammar School in town. Coleridge was the youngest of thirteen 
children.  
 Already at a very young age, Coleridge was a prodigious reader. As he 
devoured the romances and eastern tales, he says he became a “dreamer”, drawn 
more and more to the world of imagination. In a letter to Thomas Poole on 9 
October 1797, Coleridge wrote: 
At six years old I remember to have read Belisarius, Robinson Crusoe, & Philip 
Quarle [Quarll] -- and then I found the Arabian Nights' entertainments -- one 
tale of which (the tale of a man who was compelled to seek for a pure virgin) 
made so deep an impression on me (I had read it in the evening while my 
mother was mending stockings) that I was haunted by spectres, whenever I was 
in the dark -- and I distinctly remember the anxious & fearful eagerness, with 
which I used to watch the window, in which the books lay -& whenever the 
Sun lay upon them, I would seize it, carry it by the wall, & bask, & read --. My 
Father found out the effect, which these books had produced -- and burnt them. 
-- So I became a dreamer -- and acquired an indisposition to all bodily activity 
-- and I was fretful, and inordinately passionate, and as I could not play at any 
thing, and was slothful, I was despised & hated by the boys;1 
 
Upon the unexpected death of his father in 1781, the eight-year-old 
Coleridge was sent to London to attend Christ’s Hospital, where he would remain 
throughout his childhood and complete his secondary education. Among his 
schoolfellows were some who would remain friends for life: Charles Lamb, George 
Dyer, Thomas Middleton, Robert Allen, John Gutch, and the brothers Charles and 
                                                          
1 Letters, vol. 1, p. 12. 
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Valentine le Grice.2 At school, Coleridge continued to read voraciously, particularly 
in works of imagination and visionary philosophy. He studies the works of Virgil 
and William Lisle Bowles, and writes his first poetry.3 
In 1791, Coleridge entered Jesus College, Cambridge, where he professed 
‘advanced’ philosophical and republican views of the very kind which he afterward 
repudiated. At this point in his life, Coleridge is a materialist and a necessitarian of 
the school of David Hartley, and a Unitarian of the school of Joseph Priestly (Willey 
4). He is introduced to political and theological ideas of a radical nature, and soon 
becomes an ardent supporter of William Frend, a fellow Unitarian and a 
controversial figure, banished from the university for his Arianism.4 
Furthermore, his time in university is characterized by his fierce 
republicanism and his approval of all the events taking place in revolutionary 
France.5 Already in 1789, Coleridge composed the poem The Destruction of the 
Bastille, an eloquent ode to the destruction of the Parisian fortress, which describes 
Coleridge´s feelings and hopes for the French Revolution as a catalyst for political 
change. He recognized in that instance the opportunities of a political reconstruction 
of society. However, after the rise of ‘the Jacobin Terror’ (5 September 1793 – 28 
July 1794) led by Maximilien Robespierre, Coleridge soon renounced the 
revolution, and was as adamantly hateful towards it as he was passionate during its 
early stages.6 
Financial problems continued to plague him throughout his life, making it 
necessary for him to depend on the support of others.7 His time at university was 
no exception. Debt, and probably the rejection of Mary Evans, provoked Coleridge 
to leave college in December 1793, and enlist in the Royal Dragoons under a false 
                                                          
2 N. Roe, ‘Coleridge’s Early Years’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 16. 
3 S.T. Coleridge, H. Morley, Table Talk of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and the Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner, Christabel, etc., G. Routledge & Sons, London, 1884, p. 5.  
4 D. Hedley, Coleridge, Philosophy and Religion: Aids to Reflection and the Mirror of the Spirit, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2004, p. 57.  
5 J. Lopez, ‘Coleridge’s Publisher and Patron: Cottle and Poole’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 51. 
6 F. Pyle, The Ideology of Imagination: Subject and Society in the Discourse of Romanticism, 
Stanford University Press, Stanford, 1995, p. 30.  
7 J. Lopez, ‘Coleridge’s Publisher and Patron: Cottle and Poole’, in F. Burwick (ed.), p. 63. 
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name of Silas Tomkyn Comberbache.8 Since it transpired early on that he was unfit 
for the life, a few months later his brothers arranged for his discharge under the 
reason of ‘insanity’.9 Upon his return, he was restless, but readmitted to Jesus 
College. However, Coleridge would never receive a degree from university.  
In June 1794, Coleridge left Cambridge on a walking tour to Wales. On his 
way, however, he was importantly diverted. On June 17, he met the future poet-
laureate Robert Southey and the planned tour was delayed for three weeks while 
Coleridge relished this new friendship. The two young men shared philosophical 
ideas and were both filled with idealism and democratic passion.10  
Consequently, political interests predominate in his letters for about a year 
from the time of his visit to Oxford and introduction to Southey. The tone of his 
mind can be illustrated by the following letter to Southey which begins: ‘S.T. 
Coleridge to R. Southey, Health and Republicanism to be!’ and continues:  
It is wrong, Southey! For a little girl with a half –famished sickly baby in her 
arms to put her head in at the window of an inn – “Pray give me a little bread 
and meat!” from a party dining on lamb, green peas and salad. Why? Because 
it is impertinent and obtrusive! “I am a gentleman! And wherefore the 
clamorous voice of woe intrude upon my ear?” My companion is a man of 
cultivated, though not vigorous understanding; his feelings are all on the side 
of humanity; yet such are the unfeeling remarks, which the lingering remains 
of aristocracy occasionally prompt.11 
 
The intellectual and political turmoil surrounding the French Revolution had 
set in motion intense and urgent discussions concerning the nature of society. 
Moreover, Coleridge and Southey were fascinated by the recent news that the 
radical agitator Joseph Priestley had emigrated to the United States that spring of 
                                                          
8 N. Roe, ‘Coleridge’s Early Years’, in F. Burwick (ed.), p. 21. 
9 N. Vickers, ‘Coleridge’s Marriage and Family’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 72. 
10 T.J. Mazzeo, ‘Coleridge’s Travels’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 91. 
11 Letters, vol. 1, p. 73. 
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1794 and had established on 300,000 acres in Pennsylvania a settlement for the 
“friends of liberty”.12  
As a result, both Coleridge and Southey felt the desire and necessity to 
circumvent the disastrous violence that had destroyed the idealism of the French 
Revolution. They saw an opportunity to devise a utopian scheme for an egalitarian 
community and soon concocted a plan to join Priestley in America and to establish 
the communitarian experiment they would call Pantisocracy13 (from the Greek 
"πάν" and "ισοκρατία" meaning "equal or level government by/for all"). 
As a variant of Plato’s plan for the immediate establishment of the just 
state14, they planned to establish a small society that should organize itself and 
educate its children according to better principles than those obtaining in the society 
around them. Thomas Poole illustrates the best general account of their intentions: 
 
'Twelve gentlemen of good education and liberal principles are to embark with 
twelve ladies in April next. Previous to their leaving this country they are to 
have as much intercourse as possible, in order to ascertain each other's 
dispositions, and firmly to settle every regulation for the government of their 
future conduct. Their opinion was that they should fix them- selves at I do not 
recollect the place, but somewhere in a delightful part of the new back 
settlements ; that each man should labour two or three hours in a day, the 
produce of which labour would, they imagine, be more than sufficient to 
support the colony. As Adam Smith observes that there is not above one 
productive man in twenty, they argue that if each laboured the twentieth part 
of time, it would produce enough to satisfy their wants. The produce of their 
industry is to be laid up in common for the use of all; and a good library of 
books is to be collected, and their leisure hours to be spent in study, liberal 
discussions, and the education of their children. A system for the education of 
their children is laid down, for which, if this plan at all suits you, I must refer 
you to the authors of it. The regulations relating to the females strike them as  
                                                          
12 J.E. White, “Pantisocracy and Pennsylvania: Plans of Coleridge and Southey and of Cooper and 
Priestley”, Bulletin for the History of Chemistry, 30, no. 2 (2005), p. 70.  
13 T.J. Mazzeo, ‘Coleridge’s Travels’, in F. Burwick (ed.), p. 91. 
14 B. Russell, History of Western Philosophy, George Allen & Unwin Ltd., London, 1946, p. 111. 
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the most difficult; whether the marriage contract shall be dis- solved if 
agreeable to one or both parties, and many other circumstances, are not yet 
determined.15 
 
Coleridge left Cambridge for good, set up with Southey in Bristol and 
started reading public lectures.16 Since marriage was an integral part of the plan for 
communal living in the New World, the two friends married the sisters Sarah and 
Edith Fricker. However, Coleridge’s marriage was an unhappy one17, partly 
because its incentive was a utopian, unrealistic, idea.  
Shortly after, the younger Southey abandoned their Pantisocratic scheme. 
As Coleridge finds himself deserted, the Pantisocratic dream fruitless, an 
emancipation from William Godwin’s mechanical and materialistic views can be 
traced in his writings. Southey’s disinterestedness drew a reply that had only to be 
elaborated in the attack on Godwin’s “proud Philosophy”18 of February 1795.19 
 Firstly, he asserts that Godwin is suited only to a few, while what is needed 
by the poor is to have the Gospel preach to them: 
He would appear to me to have adopted the best as well as the most benevolent 
mode of diffusing truth, who uniting the zeal of the Methodist with the views 
of the philosopher, should be personally among the poor, and teach them their 
duties in order that he may render them susceptible of their rights. 
Go, preach the Gospel to the poor. By its simplicity it will meet their 
comprehension, by its benevolence soften their affections, by its precepts. it 
will direct their conduct, by the vastness of its motives ensure their 
obedience.20 
                                                          
15 W.A. Speck, Robert Southey: Entire Man of Letters, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2006, p. 
47. 
16 P.J. Kitson, ‘Coleridge’s Lectures 1795: Politics and Religion’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 128. 
17 A. Taylor, ‘Coleridge’s Self-Representations’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 118. 
18 K. Kroeber and G.W. Ruoff (eds), Romantic Poetry: Recent Revisionary Criticism, Rutgers 
University Press, New Brunswick, 1993, p. 199.  
19 R. Gravil and M. Lefebure (eds), The Coleridge Connection: Essays for Thomas McFarland, 
Macmillan, London, 1990, p. 47. 
20 D.H. Bialostosky and L.D. Needham (eds), Rhetorical Traditions and British Romantic Literature, 
Indiana University Press, Bloomington, 1995, p. 70. 
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The two following extracts from the Watchman illustrate the latter stages of 
his emancipation from Godwin: 
You have studied Mr. Godwin's Essay on Political Justice; but to think filial 
affection folly, gratitude a crime, marriage injustice, and the promiscuous 
intercourse of the sexes right and wise, may class you among the despisers of 
vulgar prejudices, but cannot increase the probability that you are a Patriot. [To 
become a real Patriot] Your heart must believe, that the good of the whole is 
the greatest possible good of each individual.21  
I do consider Mr. Godwin's principles as vicious ; and his book as a pandar to 
sensuality. Once I thought otherwise — nay, even addressed a comple- 
mentary sonnet to the author, in the Morning Chronicle, of which I confess 
with much moral and poetical contrition, that the lines and the subject were 
equally bad. I have since studied his work ; and long before you had sent me 
your contemptuous challenge, had been preparing an examination of it, which 
will shortly appear in " the Watchman " in a series of essays. You deem me an 
enthusiast — an enthusiast, I presume, because I am not quite convinced with 
yourself and Mr. Godwin that mind will be omnipotent over matter, that a 
plough will go into the field and perform its labour without the presence of the 
agriculturist, that man may be immortal in this life, and that death is an act of 
the will !!!22 
 
In 1795, Coleridge meets William Wordsworth and reads The Borderers, its 
preface suggesting the play was intended as an exposure of Godwin. Consequently, 
their friendship begins upon a common impulse of reaction against Godwin’s 
uncongenial philosophy. The “Symbiosis of Wordsworth and Coleridge”, to use the 
title of Thomas McFarland’s essay as a metaphor, is a well-attested phenomenon.23 
From this “marriage of true minds”24 sprang Coleridge’s best poetry and most of 
his best thinking about the Imagination and Fancy. His years at Nether Stowey 
                                                          
21 Gravil, The Coleridge Connection, p. 69. 
22 S. Coleridge (ed.), Essays on his own Times, William Pickering, London, 1850, p. 164.  
23 R. Gravil, ‘Coleridge and Wordsworth: Collaboration and Criticism from Salisbury Plain to Aids 
to Reflection’, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 2009, p. 24. 
24 Willey, Studies, p. 9. 
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(1797-1799), in close proximity to the Alfoxden house where Wordsworth and his 
sister Dorothy stayed and in which a highly intellectual and creative atmosphere 
reigned, are among the most fruitful of his life.  
Spencer Hill, in A Coleridge Companion: An Introduction to the Major 
Poems and the Biographia Literaria (1983), argues that Coleridge found in 
Wordsworth a congenial mind that helped to foster the “innate platonising quality 
of Coleridge’s mind” that led him to “a natural distrust of purely materialistic 
explanations and […] reject the ‘mechanical’ faculty psychology and passive 
perception of the rationalist school” (8). 
If before Coleridge had been passing through Hartley, Berkeley and 
Spinoza, he now dissociated himself from French politics, ethics, metaphysics and 
theology (Willey 9). In his letter to his brother George in April 1798, Coleridge 
proclaims that his aims now are: 
In poetry to elevate the imagination and set the affections in right tune by the 
beauty of the inanimate impregnated as with a living soul by the presence of 
life – in prose, to the seeking with patience and a slow, very slow mind, “Quid 
sumus, et quidnam victuri gignimus” – what our faculties are and what they 
are capable of becoming. I love fields and woods and mountains with almost a 
visionary fondness. And because I have found benevolence and quietness 
growing within me as this fondness has increased, therefore I should wish to 
be the means of implanting it in others, and to destroy the bad passions not by 
combating them but by keeping them in incantation. 25 
 
 It was Coleridge’s inquiry into “what our faculties are, and what they’re 
capable of becoming” that produced Coleridge’s fundamental distinction between 
Fancy & Imagination (Willey 10). In the fourth chapter of his Biographia Literaria, 
Coleridge describes the birth of this idea as a direct result of his discovery of 
Wordsworth’s poetry. He writes: 
I was in my twenty-fourth year, when I had the happiness of knowing Mr. 
Wordsworth personally, and while memory lasts, I shall hardly forget the 
                                                          
25 Letters, vol. 1, p. 243.  
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sudden effect it produced in my mind, by his recitation of a manuscript poem 
[afterwards incorporated in Guilt and Sorrow].26 
 
Coleridge goes on to emphasize what it was that struck him as brilliant: 
[It was] the union of deep feeling with profound thought: the fine balance of 
truth in observing, with the imaginative faculty in modifying the objects 
observed; and above all the original gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, 
and with it the depth and height of the ideal world around forms, incidents, and 
situations, of which, for the common view, custom had bedimmed all the 
lustre, had dried up the sparkle and the dew drops. 27 
 
 Coleridge’s repeated meditations on the subject lead him finally to suspect 
that: 
Fancy and Imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties instead 
of being, according to general belief, either two names with one meaning, or, 
at furthest, the lower and higher degree of one and the same power.28  
 
 In his Biographia Literaria, Coleridge wrote, “Milton had a highly 
imaginative, Cowley a very fanciful mind” (43). Moreover, he connects the 
distinction between the Imagination and Fancy to that between delirium and mania.  
 During delirium, the mind pours forth its contents incoherently, with no 
unifying principle to order its sequences. Similarly, Fancy assembles and 
juxtaposes images without fusing them (Willey 14). 
 On the contrary, mania prompts the mind to become obsessed by a fixed 
idea. It sees and interprets all things in relation to that idea, and indeed does possess 
a coordinating power. In a similar fashion, the Imagination shapes the images into 
a whole in the heat of a predominant passion (Willey 14).  
                                                          
26 BL, p. 201. 
27 Ibid., pp. 203-4. 
28 Ibid., p. 204. 
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In the thirteenth chapter of the Biographia Literaria, Coleridge introduces 
the fundamental distinction between the Primary and the Secondary imagination.  
“The primary Imagination”, writes Coleridge, “I hold to be the living power 
and prime agent of all human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of 
the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM” (378). Willey argues that this 
definition affirms Coleridge’s triumph over the traditions of Locke and Hartley 
which had assumed that the mind in perception was wholly passive.  
In a letter to Poole on 23 March 1801, Coleridge writes: 
Newton was a mere materialist. Mind, in his system, is always passive, - a lazy 
Looker-on on an external world. If the mind be not passive, if it be indeed made 
in God’s image, and that, too, in the sublimest sense, the Image of the Creator, 
there is ground for suspicion that any system built on the passiveness of the 
mind must be false, as a system.29  
 
 Coleridge distinctively professes that the mind is highly active and 
essentially and inveterately creative, not a merely mechanical registering of 
impressions. This means that the commonest everyday perception of the world 
creates the world itself. This, Willey asserts, is made possible by the influxes 
proceeding from the nature (14). 
 Moreover, it is the Secondary Imagination which is at work in the making 
of poetry, argues Coleridge. He defines it as: 
an echo of the former, co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical 
with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in 
the mode of its operation.30 
 
It operates as follows: 
It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate: or where this process is 
rendered impossible, yet still at all events it struggles to idealize and to unify. 
It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and 
dead.31 
 
                                                          
29 Letters, vol. 1, p. 352.  
30 BL, p. 378.  
31 BL, p. 378. 
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 The Secondary Imagination must “dissolve, define, dissipate” the 
“inanimate cold world” of the Primary Imagination, argues Willey (15). Nature 
alone is inanimate and cold. That what he calls the “authentic miracle” occurs only 
when mind and matter, Imagination and observation, fuse together to produce that 
which was neither the one nor the other, but both at once; a living compound, not a 
mechanical mixture (20). The whole world of objects will not seem so alive unless 
the poet takes initiative.  
 Coleridge defines Fancy as follows: 
FANCY, on the contrary, has no other counters to play with, but fixities and 
definites. The fancy is indeed no other than a mode of memory emancipated 
from the order of time and space; while it is blended with, and modified by that 
empirical phaenomenon of the will, which we express by the word Choice. But 
equally with the ordinary memory the Fancy must receive all its materials 
ready made from the law of association.32 
 
 He places Fancy on a higher level than mere perception or mere memory, 
since it involves acts of selection and arrangement. It is “an empirical phenomenon 
of the will” (202) and: 
an exercise of selection from amongst objects already supplied by association, 
a selection made for purposes which are not then and there in being shaped, 
but have been already fixed.33 
 
 However, Fancy will never reach the level of the Imagination since it merely 
constructs patterns out of ready-made materials – “fixities and definites”. It 
juxtaposes images, but does not fuse them, its products resembling mechanical 
mixtures. On the contrary, in the Imagination, all the essential qualities of the 
images are made to interpenetrate (Willey 19). 
 Willey notes that Coleridge had a long fascination with the dynamics of 
extremes. The poet saw in the interpretation of opposites the very meaning and 
inmost process of existence (20): “Every power in nature and in spirit must evolve 
                                                          
32 BL, p. 378. 
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an opposite, as the sole means and condition of its manifestation”. Consequently, 
Willey asserts that in the act of Imagination, subject and object fuse together. 
Multitude is reduced to unity and succession to an instant (19). Coleridge defines 
this in connection to Imagination as “the balance or reconcilement of opposite or 
discordant qualities”34 and similarly determines poetic beauty as “a pleasurable 
sense of Many […] reduced to unity by the correspondence of all the component 
parts to each other & the reference of all to one central point.”35 
 Coleridge’s literary output perfectly illustrates the distinction between 
Imagination and Fancy. His “Great three” poems embody images that had 
undergone an alchemical change by being plunged in the deep well of Coleridge’s 
subconsciousness (Willey 26). They seem to spring out of energy of the Poet’s 
whole being, and in its readers they call “the whole soul of man into activity”36. 
Whereas, elsewhere, in most of his other verse, the images used are merely 
produced by a deliberate choice of the will, and are rhetorically juxtaposed (Willey 
26). 
 Coleridge’s later life was characterized by the use of opium as a relaxant, 
analgesic, antidepressant, and treatment for numerous health concerns. Kubla Khan 
was apparently written under the drug's influence, but the degree to which he used 
the drug as a creative enhancement is not clear.37 However, his addiction worsened 
and in April 1816 he took residence in the Highgate homes of the physician James 
Gillman, who was partially successful in managing Coleridge’s addiction.38 
Coleridge remained in Gillman’s home until his death in 1834.
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Chapter 2 
From Mesmerism to Coleridge 
Mesmer 
Franz Anton Mesmer was born on 23 May 1734 in Iznang, a small village 
near Radolfzell, in the beautiful country around the western end of Lake Constance 
in Swabia, which is now part of Germany, but was then a province of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire.1 His father was a gamekeeper, and Mesmer was one of a number 
of children. He went to school at Dillingen, in Bavaria, and then went to the 
University of Ingolstadt in 1752 where he studied theology. No records exist of him 
ever graduating, but in 1759, Mesmer entered the University of Vienna, claiming 
to have already obtained a PhD. In Vienna Mesmer studied first Law and then 
Medicine, the subject that would occupy him for the rest of his life and make his 
fame and fortune.  
Mesmer graduated on 20 November 1765. The title of his dissertation was 
“De Influx Planetarium in Corpus Humanum” “On the Influence of the Heavenly 
Bodies on the Human Body”. Robin Waterfield explains in his “Hidden Depths: 
The Story of Hypnosis” (2002) that in his dissertation Mesmer hypothesized the 
existence of a universal gravitational fluid, which acts as a medium through which 
the planets may influence life on earth (65). He postulated that the universal 
gravitational fluid existed as a medium of gravity, since the heavenly bodies would 
be unable to exert any influence on one another in a vacuum (83). The fluid would 
transmit the influence of the planets on the human bodies as well as everywhere 
else. Furthermore, Mesmer adapted Newton’s theory of the tides to the human body, 
claiming to be able to create tides in the human body by magnetism (63).  
Mesmer’s theses, however, proved to be entirely unoriginal, and even in 
places an act of plagiarism. In 1704, Richard Mead postulated in his work “De 
Imperio Solis ac Lunae in Corpora humana, & Morbis inde oriundis” “On the 
Influence of the Sun and Moon upon Human Bodies and the Diseases Arising 
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Therefrom” that there was a “nervous fluid” in the body which was affected by the 
gravitational pull of the sun and moon.2  
A defining case for Mesmer’s career was that of Franziska (“Franzl”) 
Österlin, a 28-year-old woman with hysteria and a whole set of other physical 
symptoms such as inflammation of various visceral organs, blindness and paralysis. 
In July of 1774, he made Österlin swallow a drink infused with iron and then 
attached three magnets to her. Österlin went into a crisis, felt waves of energy 
pulsing through her body and threw a fit. After several sessions she was cured 
permanently.3 
Mesmer was convinced that he had discovered a panacea, a way of helping 
nature to bring about the state of ideal health (Waterfield 70). The outcome of 
Österlin’s treatment enabled Mesmer to affirm that there was indeed a “magnetic 
fluid” (a slight change from the “gravitational fluid” from his dissertation) that 
animated the body and was responsible for health and disease; if it is in equilibrium, 
we are healthy, and disease is disorder of the fluid. Moreover, the presence of the 
magnetic fluid in us gives us ‘animal magnetism’ (which simply means ‘vital 
magnetism’.), the amount depending on our health (Waterfield 70).  
The first of many quarrels arose when the Astronomer Royal to the imperial 
Austrian court, Father Maximilian Hell, pointed out his part in Österlin’s cure.4 Hell 
suggested Mesmer to try his magnets on Miss Österlin when she had suffered a 
relapse of hemiplegia in July 1774. Mesmer’s argument to Hell however, was that 
the magnets themselves were not important. He found that he could ‘magnetize’ 
other objects such as paper, glass and water. These things would then act just as 
effectively as magnets – as conductors of magnetic fluid and instruments of healing. 
In addition, he added physical contact between the magnetizer and the patient in the 
form of hand passes. The hand passes helped to redistribute and guide the fluid in 
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a healthy way, and suggested that Mesmer himself had become the conductor of the 
magnetic fluid (Waterfield 71).  
Mesmer’s blunt maxim was that “there is only one illness and one healing”5. 
The illness was caused by blockage of magnetic fluid and the cure was to free the 
blockage. Consequently, the patient often experienced a crisis point when the fluid 
reached equilibrium because the magnetic fluid in the patient’s body solidified 
(Waterfield 71-72). The crisis lasted either a short while or a couple of hours, and 
took the form of a fit: physical convulsions, weeping, hiccups or uncontrollable 
laughter, a tight feeling in the throat and chest, sweating, etc. (Waterfield 81).  
 Invigorated by his success, Mesmer sought for recognition from European 
medical academies. In spite of glowing testimonials of the workings of his 
hypotheses, he was constantly rejected and the results acquired during his 
treatments were ignored.6 Consequently, when support could not be obtained 
through professional channels, Mesmer’s theories of animal magnetism 
disseminated primarily through lay channels. 7 
 In 1778, Mesmer transfers to Paris, a city of conflicting opinions and 
attitudes. On the one hand, the enlightenment appeared to rule. On the other hand, 
there were secret societies of Rocicrucians and Swedenborgians propagating vague 
mystical notions. In Paris, Mesmer’s reputation – both as a healer and as a 
controversial figure – went before him, and he became so successful that it became 
impossible to treat his patients individually. Consequently, he invented new, more 
rapid, modes of treatment, which enabled him to treat a big amount of people at the 
same time. These modes were the baquet, the ‘magnetic chain’, and by means of 
magnetizing a huge tree (Waterfield 78-82). 
 In 1779, Mesmer presented his Mémoire sur la Découverte du Magnétisme 
Animal (On the Discovery of Animal Magnetism), in which he reduced his theory 
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of animal magnetism to twenty-seven propositions, the most important of which are 
the following (Waterfield 83-84):  
1. There exists a mutual influence between the heavenly bodies, the earth, 
and animal bodies. 2. A universally distributed fluid, which is so continuous as to 
be entirely without vacuum, and is of an incomparably rarefied nature, and is by its 
nature capable of receiving, propagating and communicating all the impressions of 
movement, is the medium of this influence. 8. The animal body sustains the 
alternate effects [ebb and flow] of the agent, which insinuates itself into the 
substance of the nerves and affects them without any intermediary. 9. It is 
particularly clear in the case of the human body that the agent has properties similar 
to those of a magnet; by the same token one can distinguish within it different, even 
opposite poles, which can be brought into communication, changed, destroyed and 
strengthened… 10. The animal body has a property which makes it susceptible to 
the influence of the heavenly bodies and to the reciprocal action of the bodies 
surrounding it; the similarity of this property to the magnet induced me to term it 
‘animal magnetism’. 23. The facts themselves will show that, provided the practical 
rules which I shall draw up are followed, this principle can cure nervous disorders 
directly, and other disorders indirectly.  
 Mesmer’s metaphysical theory was ultimately formally tested in France in 
1784. King Louis XVI (1754–1793), concerned with the intensifying controversy, 
established a Royal Commission of the Royal Academy of Sciences and the Faculty 
of Medicine to evaluate Mesmer’s claims.8 The Commissioners understood their 
purpose was:  
[…] to unravel the causes & to search for proofs of the existence & the utility 
of magnetism. The question of existence is primary; the question of utility is 
not to be addressed until the first has been fully resolved. Animal magnetism 
may well exist without being useful but it cannot be useful if it does not exist.9 
 
                                                          
8 M.J. Aminoff and R.B. Daroff (eds), Encyclopedia of Neurological Sciences, Elsevier Ltd., 
Waltham, 2014, p. 1107.  
9 Lanska (2007), p. 308.  
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The methodology utilized by the appointed commission was very innovative 
and highly sophisticated. By means of carefully designed controlled experiments 
and by isolating each possible explanatory factor, while holding all other factors 
constant, they demonstrated that the magnetization had in fact no effect at all. 
Instead, they provided strong support that the observable effects were due to 
Suggestion and Imagination of the subjects.10  
No doubt the imagination of patients often has an influence upon the cure of 
their maladies […] It is a well-known adage that in medicine faith saves; this 
faith is the product of the imagination […] : the imagination therefore acts only 
through gentle means; through spreading calm through the senses, through 
reestablishing order in functions, in reanimating everything through hope.11 
 
Subjects, the Commission argued, developed the characteristic ‘mesmeric crisis’ if 
and only if they expected to be magnetized (Waterfield 82).  
  
Mesmerism and the Romantics 
 During the early years of the nineteenth century, the practice of mesmerism 
in Britain was almost extinct. However, many of those who retained interest in its 
theory belonged to the Romantic Movement. Moreover, Mesmerism represented a 
complete new science of life (Waterfield 167) and its ‘harmonizing’ effects clearly 
anticipated the predominant romantic symbol of the relationship between individual 
and cosmic consciousness.12 The Romantics believed, for instance, in the existence 
of a world soul, which pervades the universe just as Mesmer’s magnetic fluid did.13  
 The facets of the Romantic era were shaped by millenarian convictions.14 
Accordingly, the British Romantics considered themselves to be on the verge of a 
new age of spirituality. Consequently, Mesmer’s animal magnetism was compared 
                                                          
10 Lanska (2007), pp. 311-2, 315-6.  
11 M. Schermer (ed.), The Skeptic Encyclopedia of Pseudoscience, ABC-CLIO, Altadena, 2002, p. 
820.  
12 C.J. Rzepka (1998). 
13 M. Vassányi, Anima Mundi: The Rise of the World Soul Theory in Modern German Philosophy, 
Springer Science & Business Media, Dordrecht, 2011, p. 7. 
14 T. Fulford, Romanticism and Millenarianism, Macmillan, London, 2002, p. 55. 
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to an immutable power which might be identified with God or Nature, and Mesmer 
himself was considered a medium through which that immutable power could be 
contacted (Waterfield 167).  
 Robert Southey’s Letters from England, written in 1807, served as one of 
the main sources of knowledge on the subject of mesmerism for the Romantic 
circle. His pseudonym Don Manuel Alvarez Espriella, a name of a foreigner, was 
purposely chosen to prove his objective point of view in this work. Southey’s fifty-
first letter ‘Account of Animal Magnetism’ summarizes the lectures of Dr. John 
Boniot De Mainauduc (1750-1797), and describes the cosmology and physics of 
magnetism. De Mainauduc was a student of Mesmer, and spent the last twenty years 
of his life in London and Bristol magnetizing the English crowds. 
Southey explains how man is a microcosm of the universe, and that just as 
every part of the universe is giving off “emanations”15 as energy is constantly 
circulated throughout its parts, so we humans emit particles too. The mind is 
superior to the body, and the will can direct these emanations as required. Moreover, 
he asserts: 
[…] that the free circulation of healthy atoms through the whole form is 
necessary, and that obstructions of its porosity, or stoppage of its circulating 
particles, must be occasion derangement in the system, and be followed by 
disease.16  
 
 Despite providing a thorough account of mesmeric theory and practice, 
Southey regarded the magnetic practice “quackery”17, and Mainaduc’s references 
to God and Jesus “blasphemy”18. 
 
 
                                                          
15 D.M.A. Espriella, Letters to England, Longman, Hurst, Rees and Orme, London, 1814, vol. 2, p. 
307. 
16 Ibid., p. 309.  
17 Ibid., p. 331. 
18 Ibid., p. 331, 336.  
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Mesmeric Crisis and the Romantic Sublime 
 According to Charles J. Rzepka, the ‘mesmeric crisis’ is a culturally 
analogous form of the Romantic Sublime.19  Mesmer’s explanations of the magnetic 
mechanism underlying his treatments can be usefully compared to the foundational 
structure of the sublime described in modern terms in 1976 by Thomas Weiskel in 
The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology of Transcendence. 
Professor David Sandner considers this work “unparalleled as a distillation of the 
process of the sublime […]”20. 
 Weiskel’s criticism postulates three basic phases to the sublime.  
The first phase represents a stable reality, characterized by habit of mind 
and the faculty or representing the outer world to the inner world of thought through 
the imagination: 
In the first phase, the mind is in a determinate relation to the object, and this 
relation is habitual […] and harmonious. This is the state of normal perception 
or comprehension […]. No discrepancy or dissonance interrupts 
representation, the smooth correspondence of inner and outer […]. (23) 
 
 In the second phase, the mind encounters the sublime. The “smooth 
correspondence of inner and outer” is challenged and a breakdown of understanding 
occurs: “We are reading along and suddenly occurs a text which exceeds 
comprehension, which seems to contain a residue of signifier which finds no 
reflected signified in our minds” (24). The fantastic belongs here in Weiskel’s 
scheme, argues Sandner. Weiskel describes the second stage as follows: 
In the second phase, the habitual relation of mind and object suddenly breaks 
down. Surprise and astonishment is the affective correlative, and there is an 
immediate intuition of a disconcerting disproportion between inner and outer. 
Either mind or object is suddenly in excess – and the both are, since their 
relation has become radically indeterminate. (23-24) 
                                                          
19 C.J. Rzepka (1998). 
20 D. Sandner, Critical Discourses of the Fantastic, 1712-1831, Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 
Burlington, 2011, p. 25.  
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 In the third phase, the mind resolves the challenge of the sublime: 
In the third, or the reactive phase of the sublime moment, the mind recovers 
the balance of outer and inner by constituting a fresh relationship between itself 
and the object such that the very indeterminacy which erupted in phase two is 
taken as symbolizing the mind’s relation to a transcendent order. (24) 
 
 As illustrated above, Mesmer argued that all illnesses, both physical and 
somatic, resulted from an accumulation of the magnetic fluid in some part of the 
anatomy which caused a blockage of the flow. The magnetic flow could be 
unblocked by subjecting the patient to an overpowering current of ‘animal 
magnetism’. What followed was a crisis in the form of convulsions and/or 
‘magnetic sleep’ accompanied by a sudden release of pent-up magnetic fluid.  
Rzepka argues that this moment of transition between the precipitation of 
the blockage and the release of pent-up vital energy during the crisis coincides with 
the passions of the Romantic Sublime found between the second and the third stages 
of Wesikel’s three-stage paradigm. The natural primordial re-establishment of 
harmony with the transcendent “zoo-magnetic flux” of the universe corresponds to 
the re-establishment of the habitual relationship with the world through a 
transcendental identification represented in the third stage of Weiskel’s structure of 
the sublime (Rzepka, para. 17).  
 Finally, the original passion associated with sublime experience, Terror, 
assumes the function of the blocking agent in both Mesmer and Weiskel’s 
paradigms. On the contrary, in Edmund Burke’s physiological account, terror is 
identified with the nerve-cleansing agent (Rzepka, para. 15, 17). 
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Coleridge and Animal Magnetism  
 Coleridge had been a born orator and was capable of controlling to an 
unusual degree his audience with his “luminous”21 eyes. Coleridge’s nephew Henry 
Nelson Coleridge wrote the following, recounting the events of one afternoon: 
When I look upon the scanty memorial, which I have alone preserved of this 
afternoon’s converse, I am tempted to burn these pages in despair. Mr. 
Coleridge talked a volume of criticism that day, which, printer verbatim as he 
spoke it, would have made the reputation of any other person but himself. He 
was, indeed, particularly brilliant and enchanting, and I left him at night so 
thoroughly magnetized, that I could not for two or three days afterwards reflect 
enough to put any thing on paper.22 
 
 From Clement Carlyon, we know Coleridge dressed badly: 
[…] but I have heard him say, fixing his prominent eyes upon himself (as he 
was wont to do whenever there was a mirror in the room), with a singularly 
coxcombical expression of countenance, that his dress was sure to be lost sight 
of the moment he began to talk, an assertion which, whatever may be thought 
of its modesty, was not without truth.23 
 
 Lane Cooper asserts in The Power of the Eye (1910) that in a measure, “the 
glittering eye” of the Ancient Mariner is the counterpart of an effect sometimes 
visible in the poet. Like his Ancient Mariner, Coleridge had a sublime, if not 
numinous, power over his audiences. Cooper calls into evidence “The Color of 
Coleridge’s eyes”, an essay by John Louis Haney in which Haney draws together 
the comments of acquaintances of Coleridge, describing his eyes variously as 
“keenly penetrating” (Haney, 424), “luminous” (426), and “actually glittering” 
(425). Moreover, in a letter to her friend Mary Hutchinson in June 1797, Dorothy 
Wordsworth remarked on the ocular power of Coleridge’s eyes, writing that his 
                                                          
21 J.L. Haney, “The Color of Coleridge’s Eyes”, Journal of English Philology, 1901, no. 23, (1901), 
p. 426. 
22 TT, vol. 1, p. 67. 
23 C. Carlyon, Early Years and Late Reflections, Whittaker and Company, London, 1836, p. 29.  
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gaze showed “every emotion of his animated mind”24. Cooper concludes that as 
often happens with emotional subjects his pupils were likely to suffer a striking 
dilatation, followed by intense contraction, the latter state having the effect which 
we know as a 'glitter' (84). 
 After the stir aroused by the commissions appointed in France to inquire 
into the validity of Mesmer’s pretentions, the vogue of Mesmerists transferred to 
London and Bristol (Cooper 93). Coleridge who attended school in London 
between 1782 and 1791 could not have missed the excitement that followed the 
magnetizers such as Dr. John Bell and Dr. J.B. de Mainauduc.  
Scottish journalist Charles Mackay, in his Extraordinary Popular Delusions 
and the Madness of the Crowd asserts that: 
During the first twelve years of the [nineteenth] century little was heard of 
animal magnetism in any country of Europe. Even the Germans forgot their 
airy fancies , recalled to the knowledge of this every-day world by the roar of 
Napoleon's cannon and the fall or the establishment of kingdoms. During this 
period a cloud of obscurity hung over the science, which was not dispersed 
until M. Deleuze published, in 1813, his Histoire Critique du Magnétisme 
Animal. This work gave a new impulse to the half-forgotten fancy. 
Newspapers, pamphlets, and books again waged war upon each other on the 
question of its truth or falsehood; and many eminent men in the profession of 
medicine recommenced inquiry with an earnest design to discover the truth.25   
 
 Three years after Deleuze’s Histoire, which provided for a “new impulse”
  for the ‘science’ of animal magnetism, Coleridge found his addiction 
worsening, his spirits depressed and family alienated. In April of 1816 he is put 
under the medical care of Dr. James Gillman and moved in with the Gillman family 
at Highgate (Cooper 88). The doctor was partially successful in controlling 
Coleridge’s addiction and the poet spent the rest of his life at Highgate.  
                                                          
24 D. Wordsworth quoted in E. Lee, Dorothy Wordsworth: The Story of a Sister’s Love, The Floating 
Press, Auckland, 2012, p. 26.  
25 C. Mackay, Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of the Crowd, Richard Bentley, 
London, 1841, p. 291. 
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Gillman was a man of no slight intellectual curiosity and in his library at 
Highgate the poet would at that time be almost certain to find a number of books 
dealing with the subject of animal magnetism. Furthermore, there is evidence, as 
will be illustrated in the next pages, which puts Coleridge at Highgate at the time 
of his investigative preoccupation with the subject.  
 On 29 June 1817, Coleridge met his acquaintance Ludwig Tieck in London. 
The two associates, who both sustained an increasing interest in animal magnetism 
and mesmerism at exactly that point in their lives, were now determined to establish 
the truth or falsity of the phenomenon.26 
As already mentioned above, the first substantial treatment of the subject by 
Coleridge, not inhibited by more or less complete skepticism, was in his long and 
detailed note, dated 8 July 1817.27 He argues that the evidence provided by 
magnetism, which presupposes that an external force is capable of controlling our 
power of volition from without, discredits any materialist theory of human will. The 
will of man might instead be able to transcend its bodily container and alter the 
makeup of external objects:  
The only position, I say, asserted by all Magnetists as Magnetists is, that wil 
[…] is not confined in its operations to the Organic Body, in which it appears 
to be seated; but under certain [previously defined] Conditions of distance and 
position, of and above all of the relation of the Patient to the Agent, and of the 
Agent to the Patient, is capable of acting and producing certain [pre-defined] 
Effects on the [human] living Bodies external to it.28 
 
In the same year of 1817, Coleridge argues that there is a definite parallel 
between the inherent powers of the reciter on one side and the magnetist on the 
other. A subject intoning a poem influences his audience in the same way that a 
magnetist might affect his patients.  
                                                          
26 M. Scott, “Coleridge and European Literature”, in F. Burwick (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2009, pp. 548-53. 
27 SW&F, vol. 1, pp. 588-95. 
28 Ibid., p. 590. 
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Coleridge describes the channel between the speaker and auditors as “a 
species of animal magnetism”: 
For this is really a species of animal magnetism, in which the enkindling 
reciter, by perpetual comment of looks and tones, lends his own will and 
apprehensive faculty to his auditors. They live for a time in the dilated sphere 
of his own being.29 
 
In August of 1817, Robert Southey, prior to a planned visit to Coleridge, 
wrote to his wife: “He will begin  as he did when last I saw him, about Animal 
Magnetism, or some equally congruous subject, and go on from Dan to Beersheba 
in his endless loquacity.” 
With regards to the Report of the Commissioners (1784) charged by Louis 
XVI to investigate claims of Mesmerism, in which its effects were attributed 
entirely to the powers of Imagination, Coleridge wonders, in a notebook entry of 
February 1821, if animal magnetism might be the key to transcendental 
imagination. He wrote: “If Zoo-magnetic influx be only the influence of the 
Imagination, the active Imagination may be a form of Zoo-magnetic Influence”30. 
“The imagination might be a possible inflection of a ubiquitous power”, writes Eric 
G.Wilson in “The Oxford Handbook of Samuel Taylor Coleridge” (650). The mind, 
capable of harnessing this force and sending it in new directions, produces altered 
currents that might be able to induce a hypnotic effect. Consequently, the mind has 
two distinct capabilities. It is capable of overcoming the split between the subject 
and the object, and it is capable of altering the disposition of those objects on which 
it focuses.  
 One of Coleridge’s final utterances on the subject of Animal Magnetism is 
given in a note to Southey’s Life of Wesley, In August of 1825.  
 
                                                          
29 BL, p. 681. 
30 Notebooks, vol. 4, p. 4806. 
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On the credibility of the phenomenon said to occur during the magnetic 
trances, Coleridge observes: 
Among the magnetizers and attesters are to be found names of men ... of 
integrity and incapability of intentional falsely hood . . . Cuvier, Hufeland, 
Blumenbach, Eschenmeyer, Reil, etc. . . . Nine years has the subject of 
zoomagnetism been before me. I have traced it historically, collected a mass 
of documents in French, German, Italian, and the Latinists of the sixteenth 
century, have never neglected an opportunity of questioning eye-witnesses,     
e.g., Tieck, Treviranus, De Prati, Meyer, and others of literary or medical 
celebrity, and I remain where I was, and where the first perusal of King's work 
had left me, with- out having moved an inch backward or forward. The reply 
of Treviranus, the famous botanist, to me, when he was in London, is worth 
recording: . . . ''I have seen what I am certain I would not have believed on your 
telling and, in all reason, I can neither expect nor wish that you should believe 
on mine."31 
 
 In this note, Coleridge mentions that his investigation, despite leaving him 
in the position where he began, started nine years earlier, which means that he 
started this investigation most likely after moving into the house of Dr. James 
Gillman. 
 Finally, on 30 April 1830, Coleridge gives his last account of Animal 
Magnetism: 
My mind is in a state of philosophical doubt as to animal magnetism. Von Spix, 
the eminent naturalist, makes no doubt of the matter, and talks coolly of giving 
doses of it. [Yet] the torpedo affects a third or external object, by an exertion 
of its own will: such a power is not properly electrical; for electricity acts 
invariably under the same circumstances [and] a steady gaze will make many 
persons of fair complexions blush deeply. Account for that.32 
 
                                                          
31 S.T. Coleridge, The Table Talk and Omniana of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 1917, p. 84.  
32 TT, vol. 1, p. 106. 
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  The findings which have been described above show a gradual transition of 
his attitude towards Animal Magnetism. In his earlier years, Coleridge exhibited a 
less critical attitude, which made him more prone to believe in a ‘fact of mind’, such 
as ocular hypnosis. However, in later life and at Highgate in particular, Coleridge 
became a cautious philosopher “in a state of philosophical doubt”. 
 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner: a demonstration of electro-magnetic 
therapy 
 Rzepka claims that the Mariner’s experience not only is a representation of 
sin and redemption, but also a demonstration of electro-magnetic therapy used by 
Mesmer on his patients (Para. 22). The poem represents a ‘crisis’ and illustrates a 
gradual transition of three specific stages: several instances of regular and habitual 
movement are followed by an interruption in the form of a blockage, which is 
consequently resolved by a sudden release. Moreover, Coleridge’s fluid figures for 
electrical phenomena are perfectly consonant with the theories of mesmeric flow, 
popular in his days.  
 The audience is made aware of the electrical phosphorescence of the sea 
snakes which “moved in tracks of shining white, / And when they rear'd, the elfish 
light/ Fell off in hoary flakes” (lines 275-277). Rzepka asserts that the animal 
referred to is most probably the electric eel which is capable of generating powerful 
electric shocks of up to 600 volts33. Maria M. Tatar in Spellbound: Studies on 
Mesmerism and Literature (1978) asserts that the eel inspired analogies with the 
charge-collecting capacities of the Leyden jar among the enthusiasts of animal 
magnetism (52-53).  
 The snakes gather in the shadow of the ship in nearer proximity to the 
Mariner, and he describes what he sees as follows: 
Within the shadow of the ship   
 I watch'd their rich attire:   
 Blue, glossy green, and velvet black,   
                                                          
33 J.H.A. Mol, The Freshwater Fishes of Suriname, Brill Academic Publishers, Leiden, 2012, p. 109. 
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 They coil'd and swam; and every track   
 Was a flash of golden fire.  
(ll. 278-82) 
 
 The “flash of golden fire” strongly resembles an electric spark emitted by 
an ocean-going galvanic battery in every track or, in Mesmeric terms, every 
“pass”34 near the ailing Mariner, asserts Rzepka (Para. 22). The electric stimulation 
draws forth the “spring of love” that eventually gushes from the Mariner’s heart. 
The Mariner blesses the sea-snakes: 
O happy living things! no tongue   
 Their beauty might declare:   
 A spring of love gush'd from my heart,  
And I bless'd them unaware:   
 Sure my kind saint took pity on me,   
 And I bless'd them unaware.  
(ll. 283-88) 
 
 As mentioned above, Edmund Burke considered terror to be the nerve-
cleansing agent. On the contrary, in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, terror fulfills 
the role of the blocking agent. Rzepca asserts that what gushes from the Mariner´s 
heart after the electric stimulation of the sea snakes, and what thereafter, in the 
physico-ethereal form of electromagnetism, brings the dead back to life, is not a 
species of terror, but, according to Coleridge's Mariner, "love," the magnetic fluid 
of cosmic attraction and harmony, of reconciliation and spiritual alignment with the 
larger processes of the universe (Para. 24). This echoes the universally 
"harmonizing" tendencies of Mesmeric theory. 
As was often the case in the Mesmeric crisis, sleep now descends from an 
ethereal source and flows into the Mariner’s soul: 
'O sleep! it is a gentle thing,   
 Beloved from pole to pole!   
                                                          
34 M. Tatar, Spellbound: Studies on Mesmerism and Literature, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton, 1978, p. 13. 
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 To Mary Queen the praise be given!  
 She sent the gentle sleep from Heaven,   
 That slid into my soul.  
(ll. 293-97) 
 
 When the Mariner awakens, a thunderstorm is threatening and the 
atmosphere is charged with electricity:  
The upper air burst into life;   
 And a hundred fire-flags sheen;   
 To and fro they were hurried about!   
 And to and fro, and in and out,   
 The wan stars danced between.  
(ll. 314-18) 
 
 The final link to Mesmerism is found in the following lines in which the 
moon seems to supplement the electric atmosphere through the gravitational fluid 
posited by Mesmer in his original dissertation. The cosmic influx of vital, 
electromagnetic power reanimates the dead crewmembers, and activates the 
movement of the ship, previously untouched by any whisper of atmospheric 
motion: 
The loud wind never reach'd the ship,   
 Yet now the ship moved on!   
 Beneath the lightning and the Moon   
 The dead men gave a groan.  
(ll. 328-31)
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Chapter 3 
Hypnotism in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 
As I have stated before, in his treatment of the supernatural, Coleridge goes 
hardly beyond the province of animal magnetism. He has a strong tendency to 
hypnotic artistic communication. The phenomenon of ‘fixing’ a good or an evil will 
in ‘the magnetizer’, oftentimes blessing or cursing the person who is ‘fixed’, plays 
the dominant role in his poetry such as The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Christabel 
and the Three Graves. The recurring magnetic trance in Coleridge is easily 
perceived throughout his work and it takes place in three sequential stages, argues 
Lane Cooper in The Power of the Eye. Firstly, one person or personified object 
‘fixes’ another. Secondly, the ‘fixed’ person or object remains so for a sharply 
defined period. Finally, the spell is abruptly broken. The until now motionless 
subject of the spell may be thrown into violent activity. If the fascinated person or 
object has been set in motion by the fascinator, the motion is suddenly retarded or 
wholly arrested when the trance comes to an end (30). 
In the treatise “De Fascinatione”, Sennertus, an early German philosopher 
and physician, writes of three ways witches were believed to be able to injure 
people, “per visum, vocem, et contactum,” by sight, voice and touch.1 Similarly, 
the Mariner fixes the Wedding Guest’s attention in three ways.  
First, he “holds him with his skinny hand” (line 13), then the Mariner 
affects the Wedding Guest “with his glittering eye” (line 17), and finally, the 
Mariner mesmerizes the Wedding Guest with his voice, having acquired “strange 
power of speech” (line 620). As a result of these three hypnotic means, “the Mariner 
hath his will” (line 20) and the Wedding Guest is forced to listen to his tale.  
Lane Cooper in The Power of the Eye (1910) argues that any being or thing 
can “fix” any other, as long as he or it may be supposed to have or be a face or an 
eye.  
                                                          
1 Literary and Philosophical Society of Manchester, Memoirs of the Literary and Philosophical 
Society of Manchester, London, 1740, vol. 3, p. 48. 
42 
 
 
Cooper writes: 
Thus the Mariner fixes the Wedding-Guest, and holds him so to the end of the 
story; the Sun, which is at one time a face and perhaps at another an eye, in a 
certain position, namely the equatorial zenith, fixes the ship, which is also 
personified; the Moon is a face — or is she a benevolent eye? — so influential 
that the 'great bright eye' of the Ocean is caught and swayed by her; in the 
Hermit's description the wolf seems to be 'pointing' the owl; and the Pilot's boy 
is fixed by the Mariner.2 
 
 Furthermore, probably no other noun is so frequently employed in the ballad 
as the word “eye” (or “eyes”). The lexemes “eye” and “eyes” occur in the poem ten 
and seven times, respectively. Furthermore, Figure 1 provides evidence of the 
hypnotic effects exerted through the eyes that are illustrated in the poem.  
Bright flashing or glittering eye 
It is an ancient Mariner,   
And he stoppeth one of three.   
'By thy long beard and glittering eye,   
Now wherefore stopp'st thou me? (ll. 1-4) 
Dull eye 
'There passed a weary time. Each throat   
 Was parch'd, and glazed each eye.   
 A weary time! a weary time! 
 How glazed each weary eye! (ll. 143-46) 
Wild look 
'God save thee, ancient Mariner!   
 From the fiends, that plague thee thus!—    
Why look'st thou so?'—'With my crossbow   
 I shot the Albatross. (ll. 79-82) 
Evil look 
Ah! well a-day! what evil looks   
 Had I from old and young!   
 Instead of the cross, the Albatross   
 About my neck was hung. (ll. 139-42) 
The eye and the curse 
An orphan's curse would drag to hell  
 A spirit from on high;   
 But oh! more horrible than that   
 Is the curse in a dead man's eye!   
 Seven days, seven nights, I saw that curse,   
 And yet I could not die. (ll. 258-63) 
Enforced looking The pang, the curse, with which they died,   
 Had never pass'd away:  
                                                          
2 L. Cooper, The Power of the Eye in Coleridge, Cornell University Press, New York, 1910, p. 101.  
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I could not draw my eyes from theirs,   
 Nor turn them up to pray. (ll. 439-42) 
The bright and flashing object 
Each corse lay flat, lifeless and flat,   
 And, by the holy rood!   
 A man all light, a seraph-man,   
 On every corse there stood.   
  
 This seraph-band, each waved his hand:   
 It was a heavenly sight!   
 They stood as signals to the land,   
 Each one a lovely light; (ll. 489-96) 
The Sun personified, 
and represented as having a 
face or an eye with the power 
of fascination. 
The Sun came up upon the left,    
 Out of the sea came he!   
 And he shone bright, and on the right   
 Went down into the sea. (ll. 25-8) 
The fascination of the Moon, 
which is personified, and 
represented as a face or eye. 
"Still as a slave before his lord,   
 The Ocean hath no blast;   
 His great bright eye most silently   
 Up to the Moon is cast—   
  
 If he may know which way to go;   
 For she guides him smooth or grim.   
 See, brother, see! how graciously   
 She looketh down on him." (ll. 415-22) 
Figure 1. Hypnotism in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.3 
 
Certain poems are obviously able to induce in the listeners an unusual 
psychological state. They seem to exert a trance-inducing effect. The listener’s 
mood is encouraged to be in perfect harmony with that of the poem and the ordinary 
listener is completely en rapport with the poet.  
Edward Douglas Snyder, in his Hypnotic Poetry (1930) presents a study of 
a trance-inducing effect that certain poems seem to exert on the reader, and calls 
these poems “spellweaving” (1-10). He attempts to classify poetry psychologically 
and goes on to distinguish three different categories: patently spellweaving poetry, 
mixed poetry and purely intellectualist poetry (5). He argues that an inherent 
contrast exists between spellweaving poetry and intellectualist poetry, and that they 
demand radically different methods of treatment by readers, listeners and critics. 
Snyder hypothesizes that the spellweaving poetry gains emotional appeal by putting 
                                                          
3 All italics, if not otherwise indicated, are mine.  
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the listeners into a hypnotic state akin to ´hypnoidal´, a state clearly demonstrable 
as abnormal yet so light that the subject is unaware of his temporary partial hypnosis 
(18). The peculiar psychological experience that the listener undergoes allows an 
aesthetic experience that is made possible by hypnotic art only.  
Hypnotic poetry has a peculiar trance-inducing technique of which the 
following characteristics are the most pronounced (39-51). 1. An unusually perfect, 
soothing, pattern of sound. Hypnotic poets skillfully avoid whatever is rugged or 
extremely spirited and preserve a marked regularity of rhythm. They give us heavy 
stresses falling regularly at half-second intervals (similar to a metronome used by a 
hypnotist), and are ornamented in such a way that the rhythmically inclined listener 
has his attention drawn to the sound, rather than the sense. 2. These poems show an 
interesting parallel to hypnotism in their freedom from abruptness and anything that 
might cause intense mental alertness. 3. A certain vagueness of imagery; the picture 
presented has shadowy, soft outlines that allow the listener to fill in the details to 
suit one’s fancy. 4. Fatigue from ear-strain is typically experienced by the listener. 
 Snyder compares the ear-strain of the listener to the eyestrain experienced 
in the hypnotic clinic and suggests that both produce the same psychological result, 
which facilitates in each case the process of falling into a state of trance. “There is 
something in these poems corresponding to the rotating mirror, to the key held 
painfully high above the eyes …” (43). 5. Another characteristic of many hypnotic 
poems is the usage of a refrain, or a frequent repetition. 6. Finally, hypnotic poems 
show a general tendency to use suggestion on an entranced person, whose 
suggestibility is abnormally intensified. The compelling artistry of such suggestions 
is one of the marvels of hypnotic poetry. The art of versification, which produces 
physical stimuli, intensifies the listener’s suggestibility. The concepts, which are 
‘suggested’ by subtleties of technique, especially by words having peculiar 
connotations, bring the listener certain associated ideas appropriate to the mood 
desired by the poet. As the listener is lulled by a perfect pattern of sound, his 
attention is fixed without arousing his mental faculties and the subject falls in 
whatever mood the poet ‘suggests’. 
45 
 
The artistic features mentioned above are all present Coleridge’s The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner. Firstly, Coleridge makes use of iambic meter which is 
considered by Snyder to be amenable to the stimulus of a hypnotic state since it 
most closely parallels the half-second time intervals of a metronome set to induce 
clinical hypnosis on a patient (Snyder 25).  
The Mariner formally begins his tale with the following iambic stanza: 
'The ship was cheer'd, the harbour clear'd,   
 Merrily did we drop   
 Below the kirk, below the hill,   
 Below the lighthouse top.  
(ll. 21-4) 
 
To establish even more strongly the hypnotic flow of the poem, Coleridge 
also manipulates the number of metric feet per line, employing tetrameter and 
trimeter in alternating lines. The following quatrain (ll. 83-6), provides a perfect 
example:  
Figure 2. Meter, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (ll. 83-6). 
 
Snyder finds the tetrameter line mimics “the stimulus of rhythm used by the 
hypnotist” (40) almost perfectly. In this regard, he writes that the “harmonious 
pattern of sound” (16) produced by the overall rhythm of iambic feet in alternating 
tetrameter/trimeter lines is like the human heartbeat and lulls the listener as 
hypnotically as the sea.  
Coleridge’s hypnotic rhythm of sound consists out of a repetition of sounds 
by the end-stopped lines and a primary stanzaic rhyme scheme of abcb in which the 
second and fourth lines of the quatrain rhyme. The primary use of the abcb rhyme 
scheme focuses attention by providing the audience with an alternating rhythm of 
'The Sun Now rose upon the right: tetrameter 
Out of the sea came he, trimeter 
Still hid in mist, and on the left tetrameter 
Went down In-to the sea. trimeter 
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repeated sounds, the repetitions of which are near enough to each other to build an 
expectation in the ear and eye (McDonald 78).   
 
Figure 3. Rhyme scheme, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (ll. 13-16). 
 
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is inhabited by characters that “have such 
soft, shadowy outlines that one may fill in the details to suit one’s fancy” (Snyder 
42). This concurs with Snyder’s insistence on the presence of a certain vagueness 
of imagery in hypnotic poetry. The entire prospect of the poem can be interpreted 
as hallucinatory and the overall idea of the plot, of a ship sailing into unknown 
waters and into an unknown experience, allows for a figurative use of language that 
is vague in its ambiguousness. Beth E. McDonald in The Vampire as a Numinous 
Experience maintains that the obscurity of the seascape, where no one has sailed 
before, provides for a mysterious quality that carries the audience along through the 
Mariner’s terrifying journey (75).  
Moreover, the unknown in the poem, represented by the physical location 
of Antarctica and the spiritual realm in which the characters find themselves, is 
sublime in its nature (McDonald 51). Similarly, Edmund Burke claims that anything 
sublime is essentially vague and obscure (McDonald 75). 
Snyder claims that the listener typically experiences fatigue from ear-strain 
while listening to a hypnotic poem. Similarly, Edmund Burke’s study of the sublime 
maintains that a sound or sight can be considered sublime if it acts on the ear or the 
eye to cause fatigue (McDonald 75). The physical fatigue transforms in mental 
fatigue and provides for the proper mental situation to be hypnotized.  
In the case of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Coleridge’s use of 
ambiguous or archaic wording, the contemplation of which burdens the brain and 
the eye if one is reading, helps to produce a state in which hypnotism can take place. 
He holds him with his glittering eye— A 
The Wedding-Guest stood still, B 
And listens like a three years' child: C 
The Mariner hath his will. B 
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The mind tires while figuring out and assimilating the meanings in the short span 
of time it takes to read a line of poetry (McDonald 75).  
The ambiguous words such as “eftsones” (line 527), “gramercy” (line 156), 
and “swound” (line 60), the overall archaic wording and spelling of the words 
“cauld” (line 60) for “cold” and “ancyent” (line 1) for “ancient”, and the use of 
specialized expressions such as the sea-faring terminology “broad as a weft” (line 
83) to describe the look of the sunset, perfectly demonstrate the above-mentioned 
theses.  
In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Coleridge appropriated and 
manipulated the ballad form. The traditional structure of the ballad form enables 
the formation of psychic tension that produces the hypnotic state, McDonald (76) 
asserts. The tension between the audience and the poem is built through the 
audience’s gradual confrontation with the Mariner’s horrifying experiences with 
Life-in-Death. The poem’s power of suggestion is reinforced by the tale’s inclusion 
of the reactions of the internal audiences: the Pilot, the boy, and the Hermit. 
Coleridge, in the role of the hypnotist, is able to plant suggestions in the mind of 
the Wedding Guest, and through him, influence the external audiences.  
Reuven Tsur in his work What Makes Sound Patterns Expressive? (1992) 
describes three different modes of sound perception: the speech mode of perception, 
the non-speech mode of perception and the poetic mode of speech perception (12-
14). The poetic mode of speech perception overcomes the channel specialization of 
the left and right hemispheres, allowing some pre-categorical sensory information 
to become accessible, however faintly, to consciousness. Consequently, the 
‘mysterious’ intuitions concerning speech sounds are derived from the rich 
subliminally perceived pre-categorical sensory information.  
As Snyder points out, hypnotic poetry avoids whatever is startling. Abrupt 
changes are for that reason absent from the poem, since they could break the spell. 
Tsur consistently analyzes consonant symbolism in terms of consonantal 
periodicity and vowel symbolism in terms of the vowel sound color (41). Firstly, 
he asserts that there is an emotional difference between periodic and aperiodic 
consonants. Trance inducing poetry makes use of periodic (voiced) sounds such as 
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vowels, nasals and liquids, as they are optimal tender sounds. They are relatively 
unencoded and experienced as smoothly flowing. Secondly, he affirms that there is 
an association between certain oppositions of groups of vowels, with certain 
oppositions of abstract properties of colors. Back vowels (/ʊ/) are associated with 
darkness, whereas front vowels (/ɪ/) are associated with brightness (a general, 
culture independent validity exists). When we perceive back vowels as ‘dark’ and 
front vowels as ‘bright’, certain physical/perceptual qualities of the acoustic signal 
manage to enter consciousness in spite of the speech mode of perception. In the 
poetic mode of speech perception, the main processing is identical to processing in 
the speech mode. However, some tone color from the processing in the non-speech 
mode faintly enters consciousness. This is what Yuri Lotman identified with 
semantization of non-semantic material.4 
In order to fix the attention of the audience, Coleridge, and through him the 
Mariner, make use of specific rhythm, rhyme techniques such as internal rhyme, 
and repetition of phrasing. Alliteration and assonance are features of Coleridge’s 
internal rhyme which work together to create a melodic effect on the audience. The 
repetitive quality of these two techniques, involving consonant and vowel sound, 
respectively, motivate the audience to pause on the words and to feel the mood the 
poet is trying to create.  
The two following stanza’s are representative of Coleridge’s use of 
alliteration and assonance to create a melodic and hypnotic rhythm of sound that 
will fix the attention of future reading and listening audiences just as the Mariner’s 
rendition of them in the tale fixes the Wedding Guest’s attention: 
 
He holds him with his skinny hand,  
Quoth he, there was a Ship – 
“Now get thee hence, thou grey-beard Loon!” 
“Or my Staff shall make thee skip” 
 
 
                                                          
4 J. Lotman (1977), pp. 92 and 142. 
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He holds him with his glittering eye – 
The wedding-guest stood still 
And listens like a three year’s child; 
The Marinere hath  his will  
(ll. 13-20) 
  
 The two stanzas mentioned above illustrate the use of specific sounds to 
achieve an appropriate, hypnotic atmosphere.  
A melodic, whispering atmosphere is created by the repeated employment 
of such voiceless sounds as /s/, /ʃ/, /θ/, /ʧ/ (“Now get thee hence, thou grey-beard 
Loon!”/ “Or my Staff shall make thee skip”, the use of liquid sounds in “glittering”, 
and in the repetition of the /w/ and /m/ sounds.  
The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew, 
 The furrow follow'd free; 
 We were the first that ever burst 
 Into that silent sea. 
(ll. 103-6) 
 
At first it seem'd a little speck, 
 And then it seem'd a mist; 
 It moved and moved, and took at last 
 A certain shape, I wist. 
(ll. 149-52) 
 
 The repeated use of the /h/ sound (“He holds him with his skinny hand”) 
creates an almost breathless feeling of “fatigue […] [and] wonder”5. The feeling of 
fatigue places the listener or reader directly in a state conducive to the other 
hypnotic effects of the poem. Wonder, on the other hand, is part of the 
                                                          
5 K. Shapiro and R. Beum, A Prosody Handbook, Harper and Row, New York, 1965, p. 11. 
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suggestiveness of the poem itself, as part of the purpose of a spellbinding poem is 
to create a sense of wonder in the mind of the audience.6  
 Furthermore, the use of long consonantal sounds /n/, /m/, and letter 
combinations /ɳ/ (ng), /ds/, /ns/ (which create the longer /z/ sound at the end of each 
word) generates a humming quality which enables further hypnotic influence: 
He holds him with his glittering eye— 
 The Wedding-Guest stood still, 
 And listens like a three years' child: 
 The Mariner hath his will.  
(ll. 13-6) 
According to I.A. Richards, poems are written with the ‘full body’ of 
words.7 This means that the form, the meaning and the message of a poetic piece 
are tightly interconnected. In his Interactional Theory, Benjamin Hrushovski 
proposes a simple model for a general theory of sound-meaning relations in poetry. 
He argues that the major importance of sound must always be realized in terms of 
context; the function of the sound pattern must be identified within the poem, which 
is seen as a whole. Furthermore, all sounds differ in sound qualities and emotive 
overtones. Accordingly, various language sounds have certain general potentialities 
of meaningful impression and can be combined with other elements so that they 
affect the reader as if they expressed some specific meaning. This combinational 
potential of sounds has firm intersubjective foundations on the acoustic, phonetic, 
phonological levels of the sound structure of language. He demonstrates a two-
directional process. Firstly, a semantic element motivates sound patterning at which 
point the reader transfers a quality, a tone or a connotation from the domain of 
meaning to the sound pattern; the sound pattern is now perceived as ‘expressive’ of 
a certain mood. Secondly, the tone of this sound pattern, colored by such meaning, 
is transferred back to the level of meaning. Hrushovski points out the following four 
                                                          
6 J.S. Hill, A Coleridge Companion: An Introduction to the Major Poems and the Biographia 
Literaria, Macmillan, London, 1983, pp. 93-4. 
7 I.A. Richards, quoted in B. Hrushovski, “The Meaning of Sound Patterns in Poetry: An 
Interactional Theory”, Poetics Today, 2, no. 1a (1980), pp. 39-56, p. 39. 
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main sound-meaning relations in poetic (and other) texts: onomatopoeia, expressive 
sound patterns, focusing sound patterns and neutral sound patterning.8 
In The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, onomatopoeia can be found in the 
following quatrain: 
The ice was here, the ice was there,   
 The ice was all around:    
 It crack'd and growl'd, and roar'd and howl'd,   
 Like noises in a swound!  
(ll. 59-62) 
 
 Onomatopoeia occurs when the sounds of a word imitate the sounds of an 
object which the word designates. There exists an iconic relation between the 
signifier and the signified. Consequently, there is a reciprocity between language 
and perception of reality (Hrushovski 45-6). In this case, the words designate actual 
sounds (“It crack'd and growl'd, and roar'd and howl'd”) which are apparently 
produced by the personified “ice” as the ship enters ‘sublime’ surroundings.  
 A proper example of an expressive sound pattern can be found in the sixth 
stanza of the second part of the poem. The rhythm changes when the ship is 
becalmed. Explosive /d/ sounds (“Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down”) 
emphasize the abruptness with which the ship stalls on the ocean. Furthermore, the 
prevalent /s/ sounds (“The silence of the sea!”)  signify the breathlessness of the 
period in which no air fills the sails, and during which even the sailors themselves 
might find it hard to breath, and therefore to speak. The Mariner recalls: 
Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down,   
 'Twas sad as sad could be;   
 And we did speak only to break   
 The silence of the sea!  
(ll. 107-10)     
                                                          
8 Ibid., pp. 45-54. 
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Chapter 4 
The ´Numinous´ and the ´Vampire´ in Coleridge´s  
The Rime of the Ancient Mariner 
 Joseph Henry Green (1791-1863), an English surgeon and later the literary 
executor of Coleridge, provides for an illuminating testimony of Coleridge’s 
explanation about how the sublime and the numinous in Gothic art affect the human 
subject. In his notes taken during Coleridge’s lecture on the “General Character of 
the Gothic Mind in the Middle Ages” (1818) Coleridge felt, asserts Green, that 
Gothic art “entirely depended on a symbolical expression of the infinite, — which 
is not vastness, nor immensity, nor perfection, but whatever cannot be 
circumscribed within the limits of actual sensuous being”.1 Furthermore, Gothic art 
“impresses the beholder with a sense of self-annihilation; he becomes as it were, a 
part of the work contemplated”2. 
 Coleridge’s commentary on the effect of Gothic art echoes Rudolph Otto’s 
description of the feeling of the numinous in The Idea of the Holy (1923). Otto 
characterizes the numinous as “inexpressible” because it “completely eludes 
apprehension in terms of concepts” (5). It fills the subject of the encounter with a 
sense of “nothingness” forcing the subject to identify more closely with the numen 
(10).  
 Beth E. McDonald argues in The Vampire as Numinous Experience, 
Spiritual Journeys with the Undead in British and American Literature (2004) that 
Coleridge in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner interrogates the individual’s 
relationship with the divine through the numinous in the form of the more primitive 
Gothic past, superstition and the supernatural, and the sublime natural world (39).  
 McDonald claims that the poem represents the Mariner’s spiritual journey 
during which he encounters the numinous on several levels. She calls into evidence 
John Curtis Gowan’s Trance, Art, and Creativity (1975) in which he identifies three 
                                                          
1 S.T. Coleridge, The Literary Remains, H.N. Coleridge (ed.), William Pickering, London, 1836, p. 
68.  
2 Ibid., p. 69.  
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levels of contact between the Ego (the conscious self) and the numinous, terming 
them trance, art, and creativity, respectively.3 However, it was Harry Stack Sullivan 
who in The Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry (1953) originally coined the terms 
prototaxic, parataxic, and syntaxix to identify these modes of numinous contact 
(28). 
 McDonald asserts that each level involves some degree of loss of Ego and 
a degree of “dissociation or hair-raising uncanny affect involving awe or dread” 
(Gowan 3). The process includes a number of procedures productive of an altered 
state of consciousness in which some kind of relationship is formed between the 
individual subject and the numinous (McDonald 40). 
 Gowan claims that during the encounter with a manifestation of the 
numinous the individual moves from empirical reality to an altered reality. 
Consequently the laws that govern the relationship of a human being in the 
empirical world such as space, time and human relationships change. The individual 
discovers in the journey a state of consciousness in which the universal connection 
of all things is understood and where “the larger laws which pertain to the 
metaphysical world […] are seen to operate” (12).  
 Trance mode is the mode of isolation and of the primitive method of 
numinous contact. It includes such influences as psychoactive drugs and hypnotism 
and is characterized by an involuntary loss of ego control. The individual 
experiences the wholly otherness of the numinous object with its “uncanny qualities 
of awe, dread, horror, and loathing” (Gowan 24). Consequently, conscious thought 
is impossible.  
 Reintegration occurs during the encounter with the numinous in the artistic 
mode, which is more tempered as the uncanny qualities of the experience are 
obscured. The contact with the numinous is enabled through mediums such as 
dreams, archetypes, rituals, and works of art. The numinous is “accessible 
                                                          
3 J.C. Gowan, “Trance, Art and Creativity”, The Journal of Creative Behavior, Vol 3, Issue 1, March 
1975, pp. 1-11. This article is extracted from Trance, Art and Creativity, copyrighted and published 
by the author, 1975.   
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aesthetically rather than cognitively” (Gowan 250). Through the artistic mode, the 
subject of the numinous encounter moves toward insight.  
Finally, in the creative or communicative mode of numinous contact, the 
artist is allowed to approach the numinous through individual creativity. As in the 
previous mode, the Ego, which is the part of the psyche seeking to control the darker 
impulses of what Freud calls the Id, is in greater control. The positive qualities of 
the experience emerge as creative products and the knowledge of the numinous that 
the individual gains through the procedures of “intuition, transcendence, ecstasy, 
metamorphosis, and salvation” can be communicated with others (Gowan 245).  
 McDonalds states that the Romantics would have been familiar with the 
altered states of consciousness caused by contact with the numinous through the 
use of drugs. Thomas De Quincey in Confessions of an English Opium Eater (1800) 
describes the sensation of expanded space and time felt under the influence of 
opium as follows: 
The sense of space, and in the end the sense of time, were both powerfully 
affected.  Buildings, landscapes, &c., were exhibited in proportions so vast as 
the bodily eye is not fitted to receive.  Space swelled, and was amplified to an 
extent of unutterable infinity.  This, however, did not disturb me so much as 
the vast expansion of time; I sometimes seemed to have lived for 70 or 100 
years in one night; nay, sometimes had feelings representative of a millennium 
passed in that time, or, however, of a duration far beyond the limits of any 
human experience.4   
 
 In The Milk of Paradise: The Effect of Opium Visions on the works of De 
Quincey, Crabbe, Francis Thompson, and Coleridge (1971), M.H. Abrams 
establishes Coleridge’s opium use before and during the production of The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner and writes the following: 
The data concerning Coleridge’s early use of opium I have collected in an 
appendix. The indubitable facts are: one, that as early as 1791 Coleridge had 
tried opium; and two, that the suffering which led him to do so continued until 
                                                          
4 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of an English Opium-eater: Being an Extract from the Life of a 
Scholar, William D. Ticknor, London, 1841, p. 147.  
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1796, when definite proofs of addiction occur in March, and again in 
November and December. An investigation of the works which he composed 
in 1796 reveals, too, startling indications that he had experienced, even in that 
year, not only the pleasures, but the pains attendant either upon long addiction 
or upon overdoses.5   
 Moreover, Abrams ascertains that: 
There can be no question of the great gulf, both in subject and style, between 
“The Ancient Mariner” and Coleridge’s earlier work, which had tended to 
didactism and rhetoric, and had employed, in Coleridge’s own scornful words, 
“such shadoqy nobodies as cherub-winged Death. Trees of Hope. 
Barebosomed Affection and simpering Peace”6  
 
 John Livingston Lowes in The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the 
Imagination (1927) considers the previously mentioned “great gulf, both in subject 
and style” and presents the following final hypotheses: 
Above all, for the first time in his life Coleridge had hit upon a theme which 
fired his imagination, and set him voyaging again through all the wonder-
haunted regions of all his best-loved books.7  
 
 The point where Abrams differs from Lowes is in his belief that the unique 
theme of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner “was not a happy accident of the 
imagination, but had its source and development in Coleridge’s opium 
hallucinations” (Abrams 36). The artist is an ‘alchemist’ and the mind is the 
transforming agent through which the raw materials of his opium reveries and his 
research were “metamorphosed in the crucible of dreams” (Abrams 40) in order to 
form an archetypal tale not only of individual crime and punishment but also of 
universal sin and salvation (McDonald 43).  
                                                          
5 M.H. Abrams, The Milk of Paradise: The Effect of Opium Visions on the Works of De Quincey, 
Crabbe, Francis Thompson, and Coleridge, Harper and Row, New York, 1971, p. 28.  
6 Ibid., 35.  
7 J.L. Lowes, The Road to Xanadu: A Study in the Ways of the Imagination, Princeton University 
Press, Princeton, 1927, p. 385.  
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 In addition, Coleridge’s Ode to the Departing Year (late December 1796) 
provides evidence of the poet’s preoccupation with weightlessness of the body 
which is often experienced by the mystic or drug user during their numinous 
experiences.  
Coleridge writes: 
My ears throb hot; my eye-balls start, 
My brain with horrid tumult swims; 
Wild is the tempest of my heart; 
And my thick and struggling breath 
Imitates the toil of death! 
 
 In a letter to Thomas Poole, Coleridge excuses the poem as having been 
written “amidst inconvenience and distraction, in sickness and in sorrow”8. 
Considering that delirium of severe illness and drug use evoke similar numinous 
effects on the brain, McDonald asserts that Coleridge may have been experiencing 
a numinous encounter in double doses (44).   
 McDonald justifies the reading of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner as 
vampire literature. She calls into evidence James B. Twitchell’s The Living Dead: 
A Study of the Vampire in Romantic Literature (1981) which supports her 
hypotheses on many levels.  
Firstly, Twitchell claims that: “The Romantics […] rarely if ever wrote 
about vampires as vampires; instead the vampire was the means to achieve various 
ends” (38). Consequently, he argues that instead of representing “Foamy-mouthed 
fiends with blood dripping from extended incisors”, they are “participants in some 
ghastly process of energy transfer in which one partner gains vitality at the expense 
of another” (30). This transfer of energy which is more explicit in the vampiric act, 
characterized by enervation of the victim and the obvious transfer of blood, 
becomes what Twitchell calls “an elaborate metaphor”(142) for the more implicit 
energy exchange among the artist, the audience, and the creative product.  
                                                          
8 S.T. Coleridge, The Complete Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, E.H. Coleridge (ed.), Clarendon 
Press, Oxford, 1912, vol. 2, p. 1113. 
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Figure 4. The energy exchange between the artist, the audience, and the creative product. 
 
The contact with the numinous entails a transfer of energy within a 
relationship between the numinous (stronger) object and the subject, who suffers a 
weakening of the conscious self and a loss of vital energy. The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner clearly illustrates such a relationship, firstly between the figure Life-in-
Death and the Mariner, and later between the Mariner and the Wedding Guest.   
McDonald illustrates the three levels of the Mariner’s numinous journey 
from alienation and disconnection to reintegration, and the various levels of the 
numinousness experienced by the internal and external audiences. Furthermore, she 
analyzes how the negative numinousness of the vampire works as a positive vehicle 
for revelation, transformation, and healing. Consequently, McDonald argues that 
Coleridge’s use of the metaphorical vampire allows him to establish a connection 
between the vampire and the isolated self in search of a divine presence.  
The artist puts 
energy in the 
production of a 
creative work
Energy is 
transferred to the 
AUDIENCE as it 
experiences the 
artistic product
The audience 
releases energy in 
reaction to the work
The energy released 
by the audience is 
picked up by the 
artist
THE ARTIST
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The numinous experience of the Ancient Mariner is represented by his 
journey from the primitive, negative numinousness toward positive creativity and 
communication (McDonald 48).  
 
1)  The Primitive Mode of Numinous contact 
The first step on the Mariner’s spiritual journey takes place in the primitive 
mode of contact with the numinous. The process of dissociation initiates as the ship 
leaves behind all the things that have the capacity to orient the men back home and 
that represent the reality of their world. Until the ship reaches the equator, the men 
on board continue to experience what they perceive to be normal life. Suddenly a 
storm hurries them further south into an unfamiliar region where they will 
experience a state of altered consciousness. The Mariner explains: 
And now the Storm-blast came, and he   
 Was tyrannous and strong:   
 He struck with his o'ertaking wings,   
 And chased us south along.  
(ll. 41-4) 
 
 The sublime seascape signals an entrance into an altered state of the crew 
and the Mariner. The Mariner describes his surroundings: 
And now there came both mist and snow,   
 And it grew wondrous cold:   
 And ice, mast-high, came floating by,   
 As green as emerald.  
(ll. 51-4) 
 
  
The sense of isolation of the Mariner and his crew increases when the sailors start 
hearing ‘sublime’ noises: 
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The ice was here, the ice was there,   
 The ice was all around:    
 It crack'd and growl'd, and roar'd and howl'd,   
 Like noises in a swound!  
(ll. 59-62) 
  
Edmund Burke in On the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757) asserts that: 
Excessive loudness alone is sufficient to overpower the soul, to suspend its 
action, and to fill it with terror. The noise of vast cataracts, raging storms, 
thunder, or artillery, awakes a great and awful sensation in the mind, though 
we can observe no nicety or artifice in those sorts of music.9 
 Suddenly, the great sea bird called the Albatross appears and comes through 
the snow-fog: 
At length did cross an Albatross,   
 Thorough the fog it came;   
 As if it had been a Christian soul,    
 We hail'd it in God's name.  
(ll. 63-6) 
 
In his Notebooks, Coleridge defines the normal human sensations that 
ground us in reality as “the Sanctifiers, the Strengtheners” (Coburn 2543). 
Consequently, in Coleridge’s Nightmare Poetry (1974), Paul Magnuson argues that 
the albatross is a “sanctifier” because it represents that “one recognizable reality in 
the unfamiliar world” (59). After experiencing sublime sights and noises, the men’s 
need for contact with something they perceive to be an ordinary part of their world 
is obvious. Furthermore, the appearance of the bird proves to be a good omen since 
they are able to continue their voyage:  
And a good south wind sprung up behind;   
 The Albatross did follow,   
  
                                                          
9 E. Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas on the Sublime and the Beautiful, 
John C. Nimmo, London, 5th ed., 1767, p. 159. 
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And every day, for food or play,   
 Came to the mariners' hollo!  
(ll. 71-4) 
 
 The albatross follows the ship for nine days before the Mariner commits the 
“ultimate […] crime of murder” (Magnuson 51).  
Gowan argues that violent action “is characteristic of […] ego excursion 
which deprives the subject of self control, and superego excursion which deprives 
him of his judgmental capacities” (52). The Mariner’s isolation and experience of 
the sublime have completely dissociated him from normal reality resulting in his 
separation from the more controlling attributes of his ego and super ego. 
Consequently, the deeper, hidden impulses of his id take over and by killing the 
albatross he gives in to what Gowan interprets as an “unconscious impulse” (27).  
 The Mariner destroys not only the object that offered a connection to the 
rational reality of the sailors but also the living thing designated as representative 
of Christian faith and of a connection to God. The men now suffer the sublime 
solitude of being “the first that ever burst/ Into that silent sea” (lines 105-6).  
 When the ship reaches the Pacific, space, time and ego, seem to become 
suspended. The now immovable ship is caught in the uniformity and vastness of the 
becalmed sea around it (McDonald 54). As a result of sublime conditions of 
physical isolation and sensory deprivation, combined with dehydration, the Mariner 
loses his spatial and temporal referents and enters a trance-like state. Consequently, 
the internal visualization takes control as the sailors find themselves “in a world of 
[their] own internal imagery” (Gowan 101).   
 Katherine Bruner Tave in The Demon and the Poet: An Interpretation of 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner According to Coleridge’s Demonological Sources 
(1983) pinpoints the moment in which “the precarious balance between the forces 
of the ‘normal universe’ and those of the demonological realm” shatters, and 
identifies it with the moment in which the ship carrying the negatively numinous 
figures of Life-In-Death and her mate Death appears at the horizon: 
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At first it seem'd a little speck,   
 And then it seem'd a mist;   
 It moved and moved, and took at last   
 A certain shape, I wist. 
(ll. 149-52) 
 
 The second blood the Mariner spills is his own. The drinking of his blood 
enables him to utter the news of the nearing ship. Twitchell argues that the spilling 
of his own blood might be what brings the ship to them, the Mariner becoming “a 
willing participant in some weird process” (147). McDonald supports this 
hypothesis and argues that by feeding on his own blood the Mariner becomes his 
own vampire and his own victim (McDonald 56).  
 The skeleton ship approaches and his horror is intensified as he is faced with 
the negatively numinous figures on board. The Mariner describes the vampire lady 
to the Wedding Guest: 
Her lips were red, her looks were free,   
 Her locks were yellow as gold:   
 Her skin was as white as leprosy,   
 The Nightmare Life-in-Death was she,   
 Who thicks man's blood with cold. 
(ll. 190-94) 
 
 McDonald argues that by taking his own blood, the Mariner leaves himself 
vulnerable to a metamorphosis into the numen as he himself becomes the vampire; 
he gradually becomes like the lady Life-in-Death. This transformation into a 
vampire enables the Mariner to understand his own isolation from God due to the 
crime he had committed (57).  
 Until now, the Mariner has been on a psychological journey involving a 
gradual loss of the self; however, at this point in his journey, the Mariner will begin 
his reintegration process, making meaning for himself out of his numinous 
experience (McDonald 58).  
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2)  The Artistic Mode of Numinous contact 
The artistic mode of the Mariner´s numinous encounter involves the 
Mariner´s more clearly identifiable interpretation of the recognition of his isolated 
condition and of the need for a divine presence in his life. He realizes his lack of 
value and power and his insignificance in the universe. Tave asserts that it is at this 
point that the supernatural becomes a “physical, tangible reality” (90) as the 
Mariner transforms into the supernatural figure Life-in-Death.  
 As the Mariner begins to feel a sense of personal responsibility for the deaths 
of the men, he watches the living water snakes around him from a different 
perspective. He sees them as “happy living things” (line 283), feels a greater 
connection to them, and through them a connection to the cosmos which he had 
denied when he killed the albatross (McDonald 60).  
O happy living things! no tongue   
 Their beauty might declare:   
 A spring of love gush'd from my heart,  
And I bless'd them unaware:   
 Sure my kind saint took pity on me,   
 And I bless'd them unaware.  
(ll. 283-88) 
 
 His unconscious blessing of the water snakes represents the Mariner’s 
understanding of his connection with the universe, giving him the ability to pray. 
Consequently, this represents the beginning of his journey of reintegration back to 
an ordinary state of consciousness in which the self has more control over reality.  
The selfsame moment I could pray;   
 And from my neck so free   
 The Albatross fell off, and sank   
 Like lead into the sea.  
(ll. 289-92) 
 
 The Mariner’s bodily discomfort is finally relieved by sleep and re-
hydration of the body, lessening the control of the altered state of consciousness on 
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him. Maud Bodkin in Archetypal Patterns in Poetry: Psychological Studies of 
Imagination (1934) interprets the Mariner’s sleep as having a reincarnative quality. 
The Mariner “wakes renewed, as though by death” (69). Bodkin argues that the 
rainstorm is a Jungian archetype of “pent-up energy” (48) released by prayer and 
representing a moment of cleansing and baptismal blessing which will wash away 
his guilt.  
 The Mariner enters another altered state of consciousness, bordering on a 
delirium trance akin to hallucinatory experience. The Mariner recalls: 
I moved, and could not feel my limbs:   
 I was so light—almost   
 I thought that I had died in sleep,   
 And was a blesséd ghost.  
(ll. 306-9) 
 
 The feelings of lightness and of being disconnected from one’s own body 
are common in an attack of delirium and can signal the onset of what Gowan calls 
a “mystical experience” (85).  
As it begins to rain again, the ship moves under the impulse of what appears 
to be a supernatural wind. The crewmembers which Twitchel calls “revenants” or 
“still living dead” (149) are reanimated by the spirits. Although the corpses of the 
crew pull at the ropes together, they do so with “limbs like lifeless tools” (line 340). 
The Mariner is the only one who is fully alive at this point. Moreover, the quality 
of the Mariner’s experience of the numinous is changing and reaching toward a 
creative stage that might facilitate his reintegration into society through 
communication of his experience to those who are caught up in their everyday 
activities. 
3)  The Creative Mode of Numinous contact 
Gowan claims that, at the higher level of numinous contact in the creative 
mode, psychedelic experiences are often “accompanied by the hearing of celestial 
music, apparently played at a distance, and sweeter than any mortal music” (125). 
64 
 
Accordingly, in the poem, at dawn, as the crew drops their arms and clusters around 
the mast, the Mariner hears sweet sounds emanating from their mouths.  
He recalls: 
For when it dawn'd—they dropp'd their arms,   
 And cluster'd round the mast;   
 Sweet sounds rose slowly through their mouths,   
 And from their bodies pass'd.  
(ll. 351-54) 
 
 Until now, the ship has moved on steadily. At noon, however, the sails go 
slack and movement of the ship is arrested for the few moments that the sun is 
directly overhead at the equator. Suddenly, the ship starts moving violently over the 
waves and the sudden force of movement causes the Mariner to faint. He passes 
into an altered state of consciousness and lives through a mystical experience as he 
hears two voices speaking of his crime, his punishment, and his further “penance” 
(line 409), almost as if they were an “externalization of conscience” (Gowan 27).  
The Mariner describes his experience: 
How long in that same fit I lay,   
 I have not to declare;   
 But ere my living life return'd,   
 I heard, and in my soul discern'd   
 Two voices in the air.  
(ll. 394-98) 
 
The Mariner’s mental processes work to recover the material from his 
unconscious and facilitate the creative organization of the ideas that the two voices 
have put into his mind. As he enters the creative phase of the numinous, the Mariner 
represents the artist who must attempt to organize the insights of his experience into 
a coherent story. (McDonald 64).  
 Once the spirits have finished speaking, the Mariner’s trance begins to abate 
and the ship slows to normal speed. As the spell ends, the only act that remains for 
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the Mariner is to return to his own country. There he must communicate what he 
perceives to be the moral of his journey to an audience in order to fulfill the penance 
imposed by voices in his trance and bring order and unity to the empirical world.  
 The Ancient Mariner has made a full transition to the creative level of 
numinous experience by the time that the ship and the crew sink. He has now 
become a representation of the numinous, metamorphosing into a likeness of Life-
in-Death. McDonald argues that his transformation to numen not only means that 
he is the numinous object, but also that he is the message itself, artist and creative 
product, both (68-69). The Mariner exists now in a more eternal time that embraces 
past, present, and future.  
 As the Mariner passes his insight on to others through his ritual penance, he 
will affect both the primary internal audience and the external audience on all the 
three levels of numinous contact. Like the Mariner, the Wedding Guest must suffer 
a process of isolation and hopefully reintegration with society in order to gain 
insight into his loss of a divine relationship and reestablish that relationship. In order 
to gain insight into his separation from the divine, he must be isolated from society 
by the primitive numinousness of the vampire in the form of the Ancient Mariner. 
Once he has heard the tale of the Mariner, he can approach the numinous on the 
artistic level as he faces the archetypes of his own psyche which the Mariner and 
his tale bring to the surface. Finally, through the insight into his own psyche he can 
reintegrate with the divine on a creative level. McDonald asserts that the resultant 
trance state is a reorganization of reality in which the fixing of attention to the 
numinous experience isolates and reforms the mind of the subject and allows them 
to see reality differently (70).  
The direct influence that the Mariner has on the internal audience is 
represented by the physical and mental reactions of the Pilot, Pilot’s boy, and 
Hermit, and the actual induction of a trance state in the Wedding Guest for the 
length of the tale. The indirect influence exerted by the poem in the form of the 
artist’s use of poetic techniques affects not only the Wedding Guest as he listens to 
the tale, but also both reading and listening audiences from Coleridge’s time 
onward.
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Conclusion 
 The aim of this dissertation has been to examine Coleridge´s gravitation 
towards animal magnetism and his employment of hypnotic artistic communication 
in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.  
 This dissertation has argued that in his treatment of the supernatural, 
Coleridge goes hardly beyond the province of animal magnetism, and that 
hypnotism plays the dominant role in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Evidence 
from primary sources such as his Letters, Biographia Literaria and his Notebooks, 
and from secondary sources such as Snyder´s Hypnotic Poetry and Cooper´s The 
Power of the Eye in Coleridge, provided strong support for this theory.  
 The first chapter provided an overview of Coleridge´s life, education, and 
metamorphosis of thought. Furthermore, it presented an analysis of Coleridge’s 
theory of Imagination and Fancy which declares that the mind is highly active and 
essentially and inveterately creative. His philosophical experience was 
demonstrated in three chronologically ordered stages.  
 The first stage (1788-1796) is characterized by Coleridge´s continuous 
intellectual development, his adherence to Unitarianism and the doctrine of 
mechanism, his republicanism and approval of the French Revolution (up until the 
beginning of The Reign of Terror in September 1793). The Pantisocratic period and 
his vehement critique on the French Revolution conclude this stage.  
 The second stage (1796-1802) illustrates a transition from Mechanism to 
Kantian and Platonic Idealism and from Unitarianism to Anglicanism. Furthermore, 
this stage is characterized by his fruitful collaboration with Wordsworth and the 
creation of his best poetry.  
 Finally, the third idealistic stage (which lasted until his death in 1834) is 
characterized by his foreign travels to Malta and Sicily, increasing opium use, the 
production of his major theoretical work Biographia Literaria, and an output of 
works mostly devoted to psychological and theological issues.  
 Chapter Two showed the process by which animal magnetism was 
introduced, disseminated, evaluated and discredited. It was introduced as a panacea 
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based upon a vague theory that was supported by glowing testimonials. The theory 
was disseminated primarily through lay channels when support could not be 
obtained through professional channels. Ultimately, it was formally tested and 
discredited as the commissioners demonstrated that magnetization had no effect. 
Instead, they provided strong evidence that the observable effects were due to 
suggestion and imagination of the subjects.  
 Furthermore, the second chapter argued that the ‘mesmeric crisis’ is a 
culturally analogous form of the Romantic Sublime.   Mesmer’s explanations of the 
magnetic mechanism underlying his treatments are usefully compared to the 
foundational structure of the sublime described in modern terms in 1976 by Thomas 
Weiskel in The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology of 
Transcendence. 
 In addition, the same chapter provided a chronological account of 
Coleridge’s attitude towards Animal Magnetism and the first analysis of The Rime 
of the Ancient Mariner which demonstrates the presence of elements inherent to 
electro-magnetic therapy in the poem. The poem represents a ‘crisis’ and illustrates 
a gradual transition of three specific stages: several instances of regular and habitual 
movement are followed by an interruption in the form of a blockage, which is 
consequently resolved by a sudden release. 
 The third Chapter provided a thematic, structural and phonosymbolical 
analysis of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. The principles that were developed 
by Snyder in his Hypnotic Poetry were identified in the poem. Furthermore, the 
analysis of the auditory elements was supported by Tsur’s and Hrushovski’s 
hypotheses.  
 Finally, the fourth Chapter argued that The Rime of the Ancient Mariner is 
a representation of the Mariner’s spiritual journey during which he encounters the 
numinous on several levels. This final analysis of the poem was based on John 
Curtis Gowan’s Trance, Art, and Creativity (1975) in which he identifies three 
levels of contact between the Ego (the conscious self) and the numinous, terming 
them trance, art, and creativity, respectively. 
68 
 
 Taken together, these analyses show that Coleridge’s interest in and ideas 
of animal magnetism are inextricably linked to his aesthetic and philosophical 
thoughts. The researched poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner illustrates this 
with incredible clarity. Consequently, the presence of phonological, 
phonosymbolical, structural and thematic aspects of hypnotic poetry in The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner has been shown and proven in this dissertation. 
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